University of Memphis

University of Memphis Digital Commons
Electronic Theses and Dissertations
2019

Self-Directed Learning of Elementary School Teachers: A Basic
Qualitative Study
Wanda Joy Terral

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/etd

Recommended Citation
Terral, Wanda Joy, "Self-Directed Learning of Elementary School Teachers: A Basic Qualitative Study"
(2019). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 2808.
https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/etd/2808

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by University of Memphis Digital Commons. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of University of
Memphis Digital Commons. For more information, please contact khggerty@memphis.edu.

SELF-DIRECTED PROFESSIONAL LEARNING OF ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
TEACHERS: A BASIC QUALITATIVE STUDY
by
Wanda Joy Terral

A Dissertation
Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree of
Doctor of Education

Major: Instruction and Curriculum Leadership

The University of Memphis
May 2019

Copyright © 2019 Wanda J. Terral
All rights reserved

ii

Dedication
For all those who have supported my own SDPL

iii

Acknowledgments
I would like to thank my family and friends for their support during my doctoral
journey. Thanks also to my colleagues for continuing to encourage me to see the study
through to this culminating document. A special thank you to Dr. Carmen Weaver who
was very helpful in the initial development of this study. Finally, I could not have done
this work without the support and guidance of my advisor, Dr. Clif Mims, and the rest of
my committee, Dr. Drew Polly, Dr. Amanda Rockinson-Szapkiw, and Dr. Craig
Shepherd.

iv

Abstract
Terral, Wanda Joy. EdD. The University of Memphis. May 2019. Self-Directed
Professional Learning of Elementary School Teachers: A Basic Qualitative Study. Major
Professor: Clif Mims, PhD.
School leaders invest time and money in the professional development (PD) of
their teachers. A characteristic of PD found to improve teacher practice and student
learning is teacher self-directedness. Self-directed learning (SDL) is a process in which
learners take the initiative, with or without the assistance of others, to diagnose the need
to learn, set learning goals, identify resources, select and implement strategies for
learning, and evaluate learning outcomes (Knowles, 1975). Self-directed professional
learning (SDPL) is a process in which teachers engage to positively impact the students
in their classroom. An understanding of existing teacher SDPL can be beneficial to
schools as they seek to increase the effectiveness of teacher PD programs through the
inclusion of SDPL. At the site of the study, questionnaire data was gathered and
analyzed. Next, interviews were conducted with five teachers from the site. The data
were used to answer three research questions: What are elementary teachers’ experiences
with self-directed professional learning? What benefits and barriers to self-directed
professional learning are identified by elementary teachers? According to elementary
teachers, in what ways can schools support teachers’ self-directed professional learning?
The findings from this study show that participating elementary school teachers were
motivated to engage in SDPL to improve the learning of their students, to improve their
teaching practices, and in hopes of sharing what they learn with others. Participants were
utilizing a variety of material and human resources including online resources, support
staff, and colleagues. While participants reported benefitting from the SDPL process by
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acquiring knowledge on a topic of their choosing, they also experienced an increased
feeling of self-efficacy for learning in self-directed ways. Teachers reported the lack of
time to engage in SDPL as the primary barrier to the process. Participants offered
suggestions to the school to improve support for SDPL including ideas to help overcome
the barrier of a lack of time. The results of this study will be used to inform the inclusion
of SDPL in the PD program at the site of the study as well as other schools.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
While the primary goal of teacher professional development is to positively affect
student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Patrick, Worthen, Frost, & Gentz, 2016),
it also provides the opportunity to impact the growth of individual teachers and address
their needs as adult learners (Zepeda, 2012). Professional development (PD) can be used
to “bring about change in the classroom practices of teachers, in their attitudes and
beliefs, and in the learning outcomes of students” (Guskey, 2002, p. 381). With greater
frequency, teachers are being expected to shift from the use of a teacher-centered
approach to instruction and assume the role of a facilitator in a learner-centered
environment (Coggshall, 2012; No Child Left Behind Act of 2001). This shift in focus
requires deep change and must therefore be reinforced by an approach to PD supportive
of such change (Coggshall, 2012; Patrick et al., 2016).
Numerous approaches to effective PD have been developed to support change in
teachers’ individual beliefs, attitudes, and practice (Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree,
Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Yoon et al., 2007). Many have
been empirically investigated and characteristics of effective PD have been identified.
One characteristic of PD found to improve teacher practice and student learning is selfdirectedness on the part of each individual teacher (Desimone & Garet, 2015; Guskey,
2002). Self-directed professional learning (SDPL) refers to teachers taking the lead in
facilitating their own professional growth (Shurr, Hirth, Jasper, McCollow, & Heroux,
2014). Including elements of SDPL in school PD programs should allow the needs and
interests of individual teachers to be addressed. As a result, teachers’ learning may be
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better transferred to the classroom in the form of improved teaching practice, and in turn
impact student achievement (Shurr et al., 2014).
Teachers face many barriers when engaging in SDPL. Morgan and Bates (2018)
examined the barrier of time for teacher learning concluding teachers’ schedules are
packed with duties causing PL and implementation of new practices difficult. Williams
(2016) concluded that the cost associated with learning resources was a barrier
encountered by teachers. Darling-Hammond, Hyler, and Gardner (2017) reported several
barriers to teachers’ learning including a lack of time to implement newly acquired
knowledge as well as a lack of resources to support the learning or implementation.
Barriers to SDPL may impact teachers’ participation in learning activities.
The barriers teachers face in their SDPL journey may be counteracted with
school-provided supports. Several examples of school-provided support are as follows:
access to quality learning resources (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017), specialized support
staff, and experienced mentors (Darling-Hammond, 2017), and motivational school
leadership (Han & Yin, 2016). However, schools often have neither the resources nor the
capacity to address the needs of each individual teacher (Desimone & Garet, 2015;
Wilson, Rozelle, & Mikeska, 2011). Therefore, choices must be made to focus limited
resources where they might have the most impact on teacher learning. By seeking
“detailed insight into the challenges and successes teachers experience” (Desimone,
2011, p. 71), schools should be able to make more informed decisions to provide supports
for teachers’ SDPL.
Garrison’s (1997) model of Self-Directed Learning (SDL) consists of three
overlapping dimensions: self-management, self-monitoring, and motivation. Self-
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management, the social and behavioral elements of learning, includes engaging in taskcontrol as well as managing one’s learning resources and support (D’Costa & Kulkarni,
2015). Self-monitoring, the cognitive and metacognitive elements of learning, involves
engaging in critical reflection and integrating new knowledge with pre-existing
knowledge, as well as determining if learning goals have been met. Finally, D’Costa and
Kulkarni (2015) explained that motivation refers to “the process of deciding to participate
(entering motivation) and the effort required to stay on the task and persist (task
motivation)” (p. 80). These dimensions of SDL may also be applied to SDPL. It is an
anticipated finding of this study that teachers face obstacles in some or all of these areas
as they initiate professional learning activities. This study will serve as an exploratory
study for future investigations regarding which of the three dimensions of SDL may be
most impacted by school-provided supports for SDPL.
Statement of the Problem
As schools seek to increase the effectiveness of teacher PD programs through the
inclusion of self-directed professional learning, a detailed knowledge of existing teacher
SDPL would be beneficial. As an instructional technology specialist, I have supported
teachers in their professional learning. During my decade in the field, I have frequently
provided one-shot workshops and, just as frequently, have found myself wondering why
teachers chose not to implement changes proposed or utilize the skills shared. I
prescribed the learning that was needed based on my experienced observations of their
teaching practices and interests. However, by presenting training based on what I
perceived their needs to be, I bypassed an important element of effective PD: the teacher
themselves. After all, experts have asserted that “teachers come to PD with varying
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levels of experience and content knowledge, and from various contexts” (Desimone &
Garet, 2015, p. 255). I may possess a level of expertise on the content knowledge being
presented, but the teacher is the expert regarding the context (i.e., their classroom) in
which that learning must be applied. Understanding teachers’ thoughts, knowledge,
perceptions, and beliefs about themselves as self-directed adult learners and as teachers is
important for any school or district implementing change (Beitler, 2006; Richardson,
2003).
I have experienced exponential personal growth by exploring a variety of selfdirected professional learning opportunities outside of formal PD offered by my
employers. Through the development of a professional learning network (PLN), I have
gained connections to educators around the globe and expanded my access to resources
for the teachers I serve. Additionally, I have fostered an inspirational support structure
which has bolstered my sense of self-efficacy. While this empowering approach to
professional growth has most certainly benefited my employer, it was not provided by my
employer nor was it specifically aligned with school and district goals. As my
understanding of SDL in PD has deepened, I have found myself encouraging the teachers
I serve to be more self-directed. However, I have not formally gathered the detailed
insight Desimone (2011) suggested is needed to provide effective learning opportunities
for the teachers I support. Furthermore, the context of this study is not addressed by
existing literature (i.e., high-achieving, affluent elementary school in a single-school
suburban district). A better understanding of the SDPL experiences of these elementary
teachers can inform researchers about the elements of SDPL that make it effective.
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The use of a basic qualitative study focused on the SDPL experiences of
elementary school teachers will provide a better understanding of how teachers are
learning in self-directed ways, what teachers perceive to be the barriers and benefits of
SDPL activities, and how teachers believe schools can support teachers’ SDPL. The
growing body of research related to teacher PD and PL has often been focused on “the
systems within which teachers learn and develop,” (Slavit & Roth McDuffie, 2013, p. 95)
while examining the collaborative aspects of that learning (Grossman et al., 2001; Little,
Gearhart, Curry, & Kafka, 2003). By choosing to place the focus of this study on the
experiences of individual teachers and the nature of their SDPL, a gap is addressed while
also supporting schools or districts seeking to provide effective PD programs that support
teachers as they grow professionally and positively impact student learning.
Purpose
The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to describe the SDPL experiences
of elementary teachers (e.g., details regarding SDPL activities engaged in by the
participant; perceptions of the participant about a selected SDPL activity that met study
criteria). Additionally, this investigation sought to determine what benefits and barriers
to SDPL were identified by elementary teachers. Furthermore, the study examined
teacher descriptions of ways schools can support the SDPL of teachers.
Merriam (2009) suggested the use of basic qualitative research is appropriate for
investigating “(1) how people interpret their experiences, (2) how they construct their
worlds, and (3) what meaning they attribute to their experiences. The overall purpose is
to understand how people make sense of their lives and their experiences” (p. 23). The
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use of a basic qualitative research design permitted an in-depth examination of the
experiences of the teachers not possible with a quantitative study.
SDL has been defined as a process in which learners “take the initiative, with or
without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals,
identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and implementing
appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (Knowles, 1975, p.
18). Additionally, teacher PD can be defined as “the varied programs and activities
teachers participate in to obtain knowledge, skills and qualifications” (Coggshall, 2012,
p. 4) with teacher professional learning (PL) being the “planned and organized processes
that actively engage educators in cycles of continuous improvement guided by the use of
data and active inquiry around authentic problems and instructional practices”
(Coggshall, 2012, p. 4). Finally, for the purposes of this study, SDPL describes the
professional learning in which teachers “take the lead role in facilitating [their] own
professional growth” (Shurr et al., 2014, p. 20).
Data for this study were collected using multiple methods. First, a selfadministered questionnaire was distributed using a criterion-based sample of K-5 teachers
from a suburban elementary school located in a city on the outskirts of a major
metropolitan area in the Southeastern United States. A summary analysis of the
questionnaire data revealed emergent themes, categories, and subcategories that were
used to inform the further development of proposed interview questions. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted with a convenience sample of five participants to more closely
examine survey data and related research questions. Transcriptions of recorded
interviews were analyzed to identify emerging similarities and differences of the
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experiences of the participants (Creswell, 2012). Additionally, researcher memos were
used throughout the study to document ideas, emerging categories and subcategories, and
generative questions. Finally, a follow-up email (see Appendix B) was sent to conduct
member checking of each interviewed teacher by providing them the opportunity to
verify the accuracy of their interview transcript and offer additional insights on SDPL.
The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the experiences, beliefs, and
attitudes of elementary teachers regarding SDPL. Insights gained may be used by school
leaders to inform decisions regarding PL opportunities, both required and self-directed.
Though not externally generalizable, the findings of this information-rich study may be
of use to school leaders working in similar situations (Percy, Kostere, & Kostere, 2015).
Research Questions
In an attempt to understand aspects of the self-directed professional learning
(SDPL) of teachers, this study will be guided by the following three research questions:
1. What are elementary teachers’ experiences with self-directed professional
learning?
2. What benefits and barriers to self-directed professional learning are identified
by elementary teachers?
3. According to elementary teachers, in what ways can schools support teachers’
self-directed professional learning?
Definition of Terms
The following definitions inform this study:
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Barrier. For the purposes of this study, a barrier is an obstacle “that may either
(1) prevent an action from being carried out or an event from taking place, or (2) prevent
or lessen the impact of the consequences” (Hollnagel, 1999).
Benefit. For the purposes of this research, a benefit is “a desired condition, an
improved condition, or the prevention of an unwanted condition” (Driver, 1996, p. 94).
Deep change. As opposed to change related to procedures or sequences of
routines, deep change involves a paradigm shift requiring “a certain level of content
knowledge and understanding” (Desimone & Garet, 2015, p. 254).
Just-in-time (JIT). According to Brandenburg and Ellinger (2003), “JIT learning
is driven by the knowledge economy, the importance of learning, and the need for
speed.” JIT support is available to learners as they need it (Berry & Broadbent, 1987)
and has proven effective in personalized learning approaches (Kearney, Schuck, Burden,
& Aubusson, 2012).
Professional development (PD). Coggshall (2012) defined PD as “the varied
programs and activities teachers participate in to obtain knowledge, skills and
qualifications” (p. 4).
Professional learning (PL). Coggshall (2012) defined PL as “planned and
organized processes that actively engage educators in cycles of continuous improvement
guided by the use of data and active inquiry around authentic problems and instructional
practices” (p. 4).
Professional development programs. According to Guskey (2002), PD
programs are “systematic efforts to bring about change in the classroom practices of
teachers, in their attitudes and beliefs, and in the learning outcomes of students” (p. 381).
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Self-directedness. Self-directedness is the ability of a learner to plan, conduct,
and evaluate their learning activities independently (Guglielmino, 1978). This allows
learners to realize “many desirable outcomes in life can result from independent learning
processes” (Ponton & Rhea, 2006, p. 43).
Self-directed learning (SDL). Knowles (1975) described SDL as “a process in
which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing
their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and material
resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning strategies, and
evaluating learning outcomes” (p. 18).
Self-directed professional learning (SDPL). At its core, “professional learning
is self-directed when the learner takes the lead role in facilitating her own professional
growth” (Shurr et al., 2014, p. 20). However, SDPL is not conducted in isolation; peer
support is an important factor in SDPL (Coggshall et al., 2012).
Support. Support is essentially some form of help. Knowles, Holton, and
Swanson (2015) described support as affective encouragement while using the term
direction to describe assistance in the learning process. However, it is important to
realize merely declaring something a support does not guarantee it will be perceived as
helpful by the recipient (York, Giangreco, Vandercook, & Macdonald, 1992). For this
study, a support is some form of assistance offered by the school that teachers perceive
will minimize or eliminate barriers to SDPL.
“Traditional” professional development. This method of PD “tends to follow a
one-size-fits all approach” (Carpenter, 2016, p. 31) with prescriptive training being
directed by the school or district. While effective for teaching teachers basic, specific
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tasks, it has been shown to be ineffective bolstering overall teacher effectiveness
(Desimone & Garet, 2015).
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
The following review of literature offers a survey of reported teacher experiences
with self-directed professional learning (SDPL). The first section briefly explores
research related to the characteristics of effective professional development (PD). The
second section explores the body of research related to SDPL by examining professional
learning (PL) and self-directed learning (SDL) followed by what the literature has
revealed about the actual SDPL experiences of teachers. The third section offers a survey
of what teachers have voiced to be the benefits and barriers of SDPL. The final section
provides an overview of literature related to what type of school support teachers have
told researchers they desire.
Effective Professional Development
Griffin (1979) asserted that all professionals are expected to “continue to learn, to
grown, to renew themselves, so that their interaction with ideas and with clients are
reflective to the best knowledge and skill available to them” (p. 127). School leaders are
charged with providing teachers with continuing PD to support rapid changes and higher
standards of accountability (Terehoff, 2002). Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) identified
seven characteristics of effective teacher PD, finding it:
1. Is content focused,
2. Incorporates active learning utilizing adult learning theory,
3. Supports collaboration, typically in job-embedded contexts,
4. Uses models and modeling of effective practice,
5. Provides coaching and expert support,
6. Offers opportunities for feedback and reflection, and
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7. Is of sustained duration.
School leaders seeking to incorporate these characteristics in PD programs may find
inclusion of SDPL activities useful.
Self-Directed Professional Learning
As studies of PL and SDL form the foundation of research into SDPL, this section
examines the definitions of PL and SDL before looking more intently at SDPL. It also
includes a collection of common teacher-reported experiences with SDPL.
Professional Learning (PL)
The terms PL and PD are often used interchangeably with PD being used most
frequently. However, whereas PD has come to refer to the system of knowledge delivery
to teachers, PL is more specifically describes the activities teachers experience to create
professional knowledge (Timperley, 2011; Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & Fung, 2008).
Webster-Wright (2009) described PD as “part of a discourse that focuses on the
professional as deficient and in need of developing and directing rather than on a
professional engaged in self-directed learning” (p. 712). The 2016 Tennessee Educator
Survey defined PL as “all activities with a primary purpose of furthering the knowledge,
skills, competencies and/or practices of current teachers. This includes individual and
group activities, activities that happen inside and outside of school, and activities that are
required and not” required (Tennessee State Department of Education, 2016b, p. 2). The
definition was further clarified by excluding formal education completed prior
certification but including work toward the pursuit of an additional teaching-related
degree, certification, or license (Tennessee State Department of Education, 2016b). For
the purposes of this study, PL will be defined as “planned and organized processes that
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actively engage educators in cycles of continuous improvement guided by the use of data
and active inquiry around authentic problems and instructional practices” (Coggshall,
2012, p. 4).
Also for the purposes of this study, PL will be used when focusing on learning
activities and their related elements (e.g., goals and objectives, resources utilized,
assessment of learning), while PD will be used when referring to the program provided
by schools or districts to help teachers with professional growth (Villegas-Reimers,
2003). While the desired result of PD (i.e., to positively impact student achievement
[Darling-Hammond, 2000; Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007; Zepeda, 2012]) remains, the
central focus of a professional learning experience is for the educator to take on the role
of learner.
Self-Directed Learning (SDL)
SDL has been a frequent topic of research over the past 30 years (see Brookfield,
1988; Candy, 1991; Confessore & Confessore, 1992; Guglielmino, 1978; Houle, 1961;
Long, 1975; Ponton & Carr, 2000; Tough, 1971). SDL can easily be confused with
similar terms such as self-regulated learning (Saks & Leijen, 2014), autonomous learning,
independent learning, and self-determined learning (Hiemstra, 1994; Knowles, 1975).
Knowles (1975) initially defined SDL as a “process in which individuals take the
initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs,
formulating learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning,
choosing and implementing learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (p.
18). Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) expanded SDL to include self-direction as a
personality disposition, while Garrison (1997) proposed a more comprehensive model of
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SDL consisting of the three dimensions of self-management, self-monitoring, and
motivation. Researchers have explored intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and the effects
each have on learning (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Laguardia & Ryan, 2000; Pintrich, 1999).
Motivation, a vital element of self-direction, has been found to influence the selection of
the topic of the learning, the level of interest during the SDL activity, and any adaptations
that occur during the activity (Bodkyn & Stevens, 2015). While much has been written
on the topic of SDL, the core definition has remained focused on individuals following
the natural journey from dependent to independent learner as they mature and gain life
experience (Daily & Landis, 2014; Siminică & Traistaru, 2013). What ultimately
separates SDL from other types of learning (e.g., self-regulated learning) is that its
various elements are initiated by the learner.
Self-direction in adult learners has been reported in the literature. In his adult
learning theory (i.e., andragogy) and his revisions of it, Knowles (1980) observed that, in
addition to possessing both a wealth of life experiences to support their learning and
learning needs driven by their roles in society, adult learners frequently center learning
tasks on solving a problem and immediately applying the solution (i.e., “just-in-time”
learning). This intrinsic motivation contributes to an adult learner’s tendency toward
self-directedness. However, self-directedness is not exclusively the domain of adult
learners, nor do all adult learners ever become fully self-directed (Knowles, 1980).
Readiness to be self-directed has been shown to be related to the accumulated life
experience of the learner (Knowles, 1980; Opfer & Pedder, 2011), in addition to the
predisposition of some learners to take responsibility for their learning (Brocket &
Hiemstra, 1991).
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Self-Directed Professional Learning (SDPL)
SDPL results when teachers tailor professional learning to their specific needs,
rather than being dependent upon the school-provided training that is often focused on
needs defined by the school or district (Webster-Wright, 2009). Studies have shown
SDPL can be used as a tool for encouraging professional growth for teachers of differing
grade levels and content areas (Capps, Crawford, & Constas, 2012; Kirk, 2012; Slavit &
Roth McDuffie, 2013; Wagner, 2011).
Webster-Wright (2009) suggests that teachers shape their practice by learning
from a range of activities both formal (e.g., workshops, courses) and informal (e.g.,
talking with colleagues, personal reflection). Experts agree when the needs of selfdirected adult learners are considered, teacher PD may prove to be more successful and
effective (Avalos, 2011; Jones & Dexter, 2014; Mushayikwa, & Lubben, 2009; Wagner,
2011). As Shurr et al. (2014) insisted, “teacher-led inquiry has been identified as an
important tool in professional growth” (p. 20). Teachers who realize self-direction in PD
may demonstrate an increased level of self-efficacy (Hiltz, 2015) resulting in higher job
satisfaction (Beatty, 2000), increased effectiveness in the classroom (Greenwood,
Olejnik, & Parkay, 1990; Thoonen, Sleegers, Oort, Peetsma, & Geijsel, 2011), and
decreased levels of teacher burnout (Billingsley, 2004). Ideally, the inclusion of SDPL in
PD programs can be used to foster a culture of continuous learning and development
(Ellinger, 2004).
Common Teacher Experiences with SDPL
Studies have revealed that teachers choose from a variety of methods when
engaging in SDPL (Covay Minor, Desimone, Caines Lee, & Hochberg, 2006; Wilson,
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Duffy, Fiori, Halladay, & Mapuranga, 2006). Teachers have reported using digital and
analog resources for self-directed learning in addition to human resources. Some of the
more commonly reported teacher experiences are presented below.
Observing other classroom teachers. Teachers have reported observing the
practice of other teachers, in person and by watching recorded videos, as a common way
to engage in SDPL. Of 3,000 Tennessee teachers surveyed about professional learning in
2016, 53% reported they observed another teacher's classroom to get ideas for improving
their own instruction with most of the respondents (42%) doing so more than once a
month (Tennessee Department of Education, 2016a). Wilson et al. (2006) reported
higher rates of teachers observing exemplary teachers at other schools rather than at their
own. Teachers have also reported learning through the observation of instructional
coaches as they modeled instruction.
Conversations with colleagues. Teachers have reported frequently learning from
informal conversations with colleagues and through more formal conversations with
support staff such as learning coaches (Wilson et al., 2006). An analysis of survey results
showed 55% of Tennessee teachers have reported holding formal meetings within their
school (e.g., subject area, grade level, or interdisciplinary teams) more than a few times a
month (Tennessee Department of Education, 2016a).
Online resources. Teachers also use open educational resources (OERs) to
support personal as well as professional growth (Finkelstein, Knight, & Manning, 2013).
Kim, Jung, Altuwaijri, Wang, and Bonk (2014) reported teachers utilize tutorials
available on YouTube, digital textbooks, podcasts, and even full-length courses (e.g.,
Massive Open Online Courses or MOOCs). While most (73%) of the teachers surveyed
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in Tennessee reported their school or district had provided digital resources and tools,
many (52%) also reported augmenting school-provided choices by visiting websites
found through Internet searches. For example, 30% stated specifically they had used
Pinterest for learning about digital tools (Tennessee Department of Education, 2016a).
Although these avenues can provide rich possibilities for SDPL, teachers have also
described the vastness of online resources as intimidating and difficult to manage
(Desimone & Garet, 2015).
Conferences and workshops. While conferences and workshops tend to follow
a lecture format and are not considered a form self-directed learning, they can be a
resource utilized by teachers when learning in self-directed ways. Teachers have
reported that attending conferences has allowed them to build face-to-face connections
with leaders in their field and form networks of colleagues who are not only a wealth of
knowledge but also an understanding support system (Hiemstra, 1994; Jones & Dexter,
2014). Edcamps, or free, typically one-day, PD events driven by the interests of those in
attendance, have been steadily rising in popularity since the first Edcamp in 2010 and
have been credited by teachers as a source for professional learning (Carpenter, 2016;
Ferriter & Provenzano, 2013).
Professional Learning Networks (PLNs). Professional learning networks
(PLNs) have increased with the surge of social media sites like Twitter and Facebook
(Jones & Dexter, 2014; Rampai, 2015; Ross, Maninger, LaPrairie, & Sullivan, 2015).
Parra (2016) described a PLN as including “the people and the resources that help inform
one’s interests and profession” (p. 755). Teachers are utilizing PLNs as a personalized
tool to immediately access shared resources and expertise on demand (i.e., just-in-time)
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(Krutka & Carpenter, 2016). These PLNs have also been described by teachers as a place
they can safely ask questions without feeling intimidated by the responses (Hur & Brush,
2009).
Conclusion
The inclusion of SDPL in school PD programs, regardless of the resources
utilized, can address the need of adult learners to be self-directed. When school leaders
foster this method of personalized PL, teachers are provided with choices for learning
linked to specific areas of teacher practice (Desimone & Garet, 2015, p. 255). By
focusing the PL in self-directed ways, teachers’ classroom practices may be improved
(Shurr et al., 2014).
Benefits and Barriers
Researchers have used qualitative studies to examine teachers’ experiences with
various types of professional learning. The following are a few of the benefits and
barriers to SDPL as reported by teachers.
Benefits
The following sections survey two benefits of SDPL according to teachers as
found in the literature: the personalized nature of SDPL activities and the increase in selfconfidence by learning in self-directed ways. These two benefits were selected for this
review because they were anticipated to be addressed in the findings of the study.
Personalized to the teacher. It is not uncommon for teachers to perceive PD
activities as irrelevant or ineffective (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). To combat this problem,
teachers’ needs as adult learners can be addressed by allowing them the opportunity to
clarify “their own preferences for professional development” (Dengerink, Lunenberg, &
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Kools, 2015, p. 93). Indeed, teachers have reported enjoying a sense of control over their
own learning as opposed to the structured nature of most traditional PD programs
(Brookfield, 1993; Rager, 2003). This is not unexpected, as choice is one motivating
factor for adult learners (Knowles, 1975; Zepeda, 2008). By choosing what to learn,
teachers have been able to more readily apply newly gained skills in their classroom
(Borko 2004; Shurr et al., 2014; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008).
Increased self-confidence. Often referred to by researchers as self-efficacy, the
belief in one’s abilities to be successful has been identified by teachers as a benefit to
SDL (Hiltz, 2015), in combination with its positive impact on teacher effectiveness and
professional competence (Greenwood, Olejnik, & Parkay, 1990; Thoonen et al., 2011).
SDPL has been shown to increase motivation and job satisfaction (Beatty, 2000) as well
as teachers’ confidence in their ability to continue to grow professionally (Slavit & Roth
McDuffie, 2013).
Barriers
Teachers face many barriers when engaging in SDPL. Identifying barriers to
SDPL can help schools focus limited resources. Three of the barriers to SDPL identified
by teachers will be surveyed in the following sections. Those include time for learning,
time to develop expertise, and difficulty accessing appropriate resources for learning.
Lack of time for learning. Teachers today are under increased accountability
pressures from state and federal mandates (Gulamhussein, 2013; Jones & Dexter, 2014;
Little, 2012). As Kennedy, M. M. (2016) learned, “teachers are continuously balancing
among multiple and conflicting goals and ideals, some self-imposed and some imposed
from outside” (pp. 946-947). Additionally, teachers have voiced fears that funding
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cutbacks would result in a squeezing out of the time they did have for learning (Wilson et
al., 2006). Teachers have stated they are already busy and sacrifice their time and energy
for the benefit of their students (Billingsley, 2004). Girvan, Conneely, and Tangney
(2016) found teachers wishing for more informal discussion time with fellow teachers not
only for the sharing of ideas but also for “emotional and practical support” (p. 137). A
2016 survey of Tennessee teachers showed 70% of teachers having reported having
inadequate time for collaboration with other teachers (Tennessee Department of
Education, 2016a).
Time to develop expertise. Wilson et al. (2006) reported that when teachers
have described their own learning, one need voiced by many was “time to develop
enough confidence to try out new understandings” (p. viii). Darling-Hammond et al.
(2007) addressed the need for development to be sustained in duration when reporting
characteristics of effective PD. The development of teacher expertise is context
dependent (Glazer & Hannafin, 2006). Teachers need time and in-classroom support to
develop expertise and bolster self-confidence with new knowledge (Bryant, 2006). Time
to develop expertise is particularly important when the implementation of the learning
requires the teacher to change their own self-concept of what it is to be an educator
(Terehoff, 2002). Webster-Wright (2009) found that complex change can be
overwhelming and can hinder learning. Allowing time for teachers to develop expertise
by connecting the new learning to previous knowledge will increase self-efficacy and
support implementation in the classroom.
Difficulty accessing appropriate resources for learning. Increased
technological advancements have dramatically increased teachers’ access to a multitude
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of resources, including online journals, blogs by teachers sharing their experiences, and
even opportunities to watch live streaming video of teachers as they model effective
practices. Additionally, technology has allowed teachers to develop PLNs to support JIT
(Krutka & Carpenter, 2016) However, Krutka and Carpenter (2016) also report teachers
find it challenging to judge the quality of educational resources shared on social media
platforms. An unfortunate side-effect of these resources is that the flow of information is
often overwhelming for teachers (Desimone & Garet, 2015). Schools may take steps to
provide access to quality resources for PL, but because addressing the needs of all
teachers is difficult, schools often choose learning resources that are broader in scope
(Ferriter & Provenzano, 2013). This approach may leave teachers wanting for more
subject-specific resources as needs arise.
School Support for SDPL
At its core, support is some form of help. However, merely declaring something
as a support does not guarantee it will be perceived as helpful by the recipient (York et
al., 1992). Therefore, for this study, a support will refer to some form of assistance
offered by the school that teachers perceive will minimize or eliminate barriers to SDPL.
As Patrick et al. (2016) affirmed, teachers are seeking individualized supports “to enable
powerful, personalized learning experiences both inside and outside of the traditional
classroom” (p. 5).
According to York et al. (1992), support can be classified into one of four types:
resource support, moral support, technical assistance, and evaluation. Resource support
includes equipment, funds, information, and personnel. Moral support involves personal
interaction with a goal of validating an individual’s worth. Support can also be in the
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form of technical assistance (e.g., “concrete strategies, methods, approaches, or ideas” [p.
105]) or through the form of evaluation. Studies have examined various types of teacheridentified support for SDPL (Desimone, 2017; Girvan et al., 2016). For the purposes of
this study, two of these possible supports will be examined in more detail: time to reflect
and access to additional support personnel.
Time
The average length of a K-12 school day in the United States is just under 7 hours
with a total number of days in a school year averaging almost 180 (U.S. Government
Accounting Office, 2015). Teachers often engage in work-related activities outside the
bounds of the official school day, whether that be grading assignments, providing
feedback to students, or simply planning for classroom activities (King et al., 2015).
With all their responsibilities and requirements, teachers report it is difficult to find time
during the school day to make data-driven instructional decisions (Polly, Martin, Wang,
Lambert, & Pugalee, 2016). It is not surprising that teachers have also reported a lack of
time during the school day to engage in SDPL activities (Shurr et al., 2014).
Teachers have reported that traditional PD offered by schools often lacks
adequate time for teachers to manage changes and transfer knowledge into classroom
practice (Loucks-Horsley, Love, Stiles, Mundry, & Hewson, 2009; Odom, 2008).
Additionally, teachers have upheld the importance of reflection as a learning activity
(Boei et al., 2015), whether the reflection is focused on classroom practice, schoolprovided PD, or SDPL. This type of learning has been shown to help teachers increase
self-management skills and construct understanding of the learning (Garrison, 1997).
Beach (2017) pointed out teachers who have been given the opportunity to reflect on
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professional goals may be more successful integrating new ideas into their classroom
practice. With this in mind, school leadership can offer support beyond time for learning
through reflection (Terehoff, 2002). Teachers can be supported in their SDPL by being
provided with time during the school day to engage in any or all phases of SDPL, time to
identify the need to learn, set goals for the learning, choose and utilize resources for
learning, and evaluate the outcome of the learning (Shurr et al., 2014).
Access to Just-in-Time Support
The initial step of an SDPL activity, the identifying of a need to learn (Shurr et
al., 2014), often occurs in the context of the workplace (Ley et al., 2014). According to
Guskey and Yoon (2009), “educators at all levels need just-in-time (JIT), job-embedded
assistance as they struggle to adapt new curricula and new instructional practices to their
unique classroom contexts” (p. 497). When the Tennessee State Department of
Education (2016a) surveyed 3,000 teachers in 2016, 70% reported having inadequate
staff expertise available to support their professional learning. Specialists who have been
provided the opportunity to remain focused on one area (e.g., subject content, teaching
strategies, instructional technology, special needs) can be used to ameliorate the lack of
time classroom teachers have to gain specialist-level knowledge. When specialists are
made more readily available to teachers, JIT support can be used by teachers seeking to
learn in self-directed ways. Additionally, access to mentors who have the time and skills
to effectively support teachers has been mentioned by teachers as a need for continued
professional learning geared toward their individual needs (Kopcha, 2012).
Whether the JIT support provided is in the form of personnel or informational
resources, ongoing support for teacher SDPL can be used to address teacher needs (Holm
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& Kajander, 2015). The use of personnel dedicated to providing JIT support for teachers
can provide need expertise as well as peer support for SDPL (Kopcha, 2012; Ley et al.,
2014; van den Beemt & Diepstraten, 2016). If providing face-to-face support is too
labor- and time-intensive, schools may choose to offer teachers immediate support using
digital resources (Curwood, Tomitsh, Thompson, & Hendry, 2015; Ifenthaler, Issias,
Spector, Kinshuk, & Sampson, 2011).
Conclusion
Kennedy, M. M. (2016) pinpointed a major problem in education today by
arguing, “education research is at a stage in which we have strong theories of student
learning, but we do not have well-developed ideas about teacher learning” (p. 973).
Teacher PL is needed that takes into consideration the needs and motivations of teachers,
provides options for learning beyond mandated PD, and allows teachers to exhibit selfdirectedness to gain knowledge that may be used immediately to solve a problem in their
classroom. After all, the classroom teacher is one of the most important factors
impacting student success in schools (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001; Reeves,
2010). By studying the SDPL experiences of teachers, the benefits and barriers they have
encountered, and by giving voice to what they want schools to do to help support their
SDPL, teacher learning may be improved, which should lead to increases in overall
student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007; LoucksHorsley et al., 2009).
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This study examined the experiences of teachers’ self-directed professional
learning (SDPL) by using the following research questions:
1. What are elementary teachers’ experiences with self-directed professional
learning?
2. What benefits and barriers to self-directed professional learning are identified
by elementary teachers?
3. According to elementary teachers, in what ways can schools support teachers’
self-directed professional learning?
Design and Method
Qualitative methodologies are used by researchers to understand the human
experience, describe a phenomenon, or generate a theory to be tested in a future study
(Crotty, 1998). A basic qualitative research approach was selected for this study as it
allowed for the examination participants’ “multiple, individual realities” (Pickard, 2012,
p. 13). The basic qualitative research approach is commonly used in the field of
education (Merriam, 2001) and particularly by students developing an understanding of
specific qualitative approaches (Caelli, Ray, & Mill, 2003). By simply seeking “to
discover and understand a phenomenon, a process, or the perspectives and worldviews of
the people involved” (Merriam, 1998, p. 11), the design of this study exhibits
characteristics of qualitative research without being “guided by an explicit or established
set of philosophic assumptions in the form of one of the known qualitative
methodologies” (Caelli et al., 2003, p. 4). Ultimately, the use of a qualitative research
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approach for this study allowed the researcher to explore and understand the meaning
individual teachers ascribe to their experiences with SDPL (Creswell, 2014).
The design of this study facilitated the understanding of each participant’s
experiences with SDPL through the development of a summary analysis of data collected
using multiple methods. The use of multiple methods was appropriate for gathering selfreported data about the beliefs and behaviors of participants (Driscoll, 2011). This study
included the use of a questionnaire (see Appendix A), semi-structured interviews, and a
follow-up email (see Appendix B). Additionally, researcher field notes were collected
during the interview process, and memos were gathered throughout all phases of the
study to aid in clarification of developing ideas and concepts (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).
Insights gained through data analysis were used to “develop a pattern of meaning”
(Creswell, 2012, p. 23) that informed the study as it proceeded.
Following the initial participant questionnaire, interviews, guided by a protocol
consisting of open-ended questions and proposed follow-up prompts, were conducted
with five certified classroom teachers at the selected site (see Appendix C). The use of
one-on-one, semi-structured interviews provided each participant with the opportunity to
describe her experiences as well as refine their own meaning of SDPL. This style of
questioning was supported by Creswell (2012) who claimed, “the more open-ended the
questioning, the better, as the researcher listens carefully to what people say or do in their
life setting” (p. 25). The use of interviews, as opposed to a focus group, permitted the
researcher to conduct a closer examination of each participant’s unique perspective and
experiences. A follow-up email to interview participants offered them the opportunity to
verify the accuracy of their interview transcript and to share additional feedback. By
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incorporating data collection methods that allow participants to describe their
experiences, the design most closely aligned with qualitative methodology.
Participants
While the site for the study was selected based on convenience and access,
participants at the site were selected purposefully (Somekh & Lewin, 2005). For both the
questionnaire and the interviews, a purposeful sampling method was used. The following
sections will describe the participants and the criteria used for their selection.
Questionnaire
Sixty-two elementary school teachers at the research site were invited by email
(see Appendix D) to participate in the study by completing an initial questionnaire. A
criterion-based sampling strategy was used, as summarized in Table 1. The first criterion
required that each participating teacher hold a valid teaching certificate in the state at
which the site is located. The second criterion required the teacher to be employed as a
classroom teacher at the chosen site (i.e., not employed as a school administrator or
support specialist). The final criterion limited study participants to those who completed
and submitted the questionnaire by the specified deadline. While the use of a criterionbased sample does not permit statistical generalizations, it does provide information-rich
data that may inform questions being studied (Patton, 2002).
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Table 1
Summary of Sampling Strategies Used
Instrument

Sampling Strategy

Criteria

Questionnaire

Criterion-based

1. Valid teaching certificate in state of site
2. Classroom teacher at site
3. Submit completed questionnaire by
deadline

Interviews

Convenience

Thirty-three of the 62 (53.2%) teachers met the three criteria for the study sample.
All participants of the sample were female. Ten (30.3%) of the participants taught at the
kindergarten or first grade level, six (18.2%) participants taught at the second or third
grade level, eight (24.2%) participants taught at the fourth or fifth grade level, and the
remaining nine participants (27.3%) fell into the multiple grade levels category. The
breakdown of participants’ grade levels is shown in Table 2.
Table 2
Participant Numbers by Grade Level
Number of
Participants

Percentage of Sample
(n=33)

Kindergarten or First Grade

10

30.3

Second or Third Grade

6

18.2

Fourth or Fifth Grade

8

24.2

Multiple grade levels (Specialist,
Exceptional Children, etc.)

9

27.3

Grade Level

As shown in Figure 1, two teachers (6.1%) reported having 0 to 5 years of
teaching experience, eight (24.2%) reported having 6 to 10 years of teaching experience,
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12 (36.4%) reported having 11 to 20 years of teaching experience, and 11 (33.3%)
reported having more than 21 years of experience teaching.

Figure 1. Years of teaching experience for the questionnaire sample.
The average age of the 33 participants was 45.5, with the following distribution,
as shown in Figure 2: 2 (21-27 years), 1 (28-34 years), 6 (35-41 years), 11 (42-48 years),
10 (49-55 years), 2 (56-62 years), and 1 (63-70 years).

Figure 2. Histogram of questionnaire sample participant ages in years.
The majority (63.6%) of the participants held a Master’s degree or higher, while
36.4% of the participants held only a Bachelor’s degree. The participants’ level of
education is depicted in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Highest degree held by participants.
When calculating the number of hours of SDPL engaged in the 92 days from
August 1, 2016 to November 1, 2016, teachers were provided with the table shown in
Figure 4 to assist them.

Figure 4. Table provided to participants to assist them in calculation of SDPL hours.
Slightly more than half (57.6%) of participants reported engaging in 1-15 hours of
SDPL during those 3 months. Additionally, 18.2% reported 16-31 hours, 15.2% reported
32-46 hours, and 9.1% reported 47-61 hours. No respondents reported 62 or more hours.
Participants’ SDPL hours are shown in Table 3.
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Table 3
SDPL Hours Reported from August 1, 2016 to November 1, 2016
Number of Hours of SDPL Number of Participants

Percentage of Sample (n=33)

1 - 15

19

57.6

16 - 31
32 - 46

6
5

18.2
15.2

47 - 61
62 or more

3
0

9.1
0

Interviews
The analysis of questionnaire responses was used to select participants for the
interview phase of the study using convenience sampling. The non-random sample
included five participants who submitted detailed responses to the questionnaire.
Qualitative research supports the use of relatively small sample sizes in qualitative
interviewing, particularly when the study design includes the following criteria (Guest,
Bunce, & Johnson, 2006): (a) interviews guided by a protocol consisting of similar
questions to be asked of all participants; (b) content related to a “particular experience or
domain of knowledge” (p. 75) experienced by most of the participants; and (c) a sample
of homogeneous participants “chosen according to some common criteria” (p. 76).
Although Guest et al. (2006) suggested using sample size of 20% (i.e., 12 interviews for
the 60 participants in their study) to allow for a “fairly complete and stable” (p. 78) set of
codes, they maintained a smaller sample size (i.e., 10%) may be sufficient for the
“development of meaningful and useful interpretations” (p. 78). Thus a sample size of
between 10% and 20% of the questionnaire sample allows for a satisfactory sample size.
The five participants selected for interviews in this study, depicted in Table 4, represent
15% of the questionnaire sample.
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Table 4
Summary of Interview Sample
SDPL hours from
August 1, 2016 to
November 1, 2016

Grade
Level

Years of
Teaching
Experience

Highest
Degree
Held

Olivia

1 to 15 hours

Multiple

6 to 10 years

Masters +

Toni

1 to 15 hours

Grade 4 or 5

11 to 20 years

Masters +

Zoey

1 to 15 hours

Multiple

11 to 20 years

Masters +

Peggy

16 to 31 hours

Kindergarten
or Grade 1

11 to 20 years

Bachelor

Hallee

32 to 46 hours

Grade 4 or 5

11 to 20 years

Masters +

Interviewee
Pseudonym

Setting
As much of the existing research related to SDPL has been situated in large,
public school districts or in higher education (Shakman, Zwwig, Bocala, LacirenoPaquet, & Bailey, 2016), one of the characteristics that sets this study apart is its setting.
The research site is a suburban elementary school located in a city on the outskirts of a
major metropolitan area in the Southeastern United States. Additionally, this school,
whose students have consistently scored above the state’s average on academic
achievement tests, was the only school in the school district at the time of the study. The
study’s smaller, single-school district setting will contribute to the limited qualitative
research about smaller school districts.
The site was selected based on convenience, or ease of access (Somekh & Lewin,
2005). The school employed 63 certified classroom teachers and educated approximately
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950 students per year in grades K-5. The school population was primarily white (79%)
and 15% economically disadvantaged.
The school district allocated 5 PD days in their approved school calendar, along
with 4 administrative days. Furthermore, PD sessions, some required and some elective,
were offered outside of school hours in addition to during the summer break. The
school’s principal is responsible for the organization of the PD program in consultation
with district personnel. While the primary method of teacher training is through the form
of mandatory workshops, teachers may request PD topics and frequently conduct training
sessions for their colleagues. Teachers are encouraged to list SDPL activities in the
professionalism area of annual evaluation documentation.
Instrumentation
All certified classroom teachers at the site received an email invitation to
participate in the study. The email contained several items: an informed consent letter
(see Appendix E), a questionnaire guide (see Appendix F), and a link to the selfadministered questionnaire. Data gathered from the questionnaire were analyzed, and
results were used to inform the interview protocol. Open-ended questionnaire items
prompted the participants to describe various aspects of their chosen SDPL activity.
Eligible SDPL experiences had to have occurred within the specified time-frame to
ensure teachers provided reliable self-reported data, as memory problems can hinder selfreporting (Schacter, 1999). The development of prompts was informed by the definition
of SDL given by Knowles (1975).
One-on-one, semi-structured interviews were also used to collect data in this
study. Several open-ended questions and follow-up prompts were posed to participants
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to explore their experiences, attitudes, and behaviors regarding SDPL. An interview
protocol was developed to assist in the proper collection of data and serve as a guide
during the conversational approach common to semi-structured interviews (McNamara,
2009). Chenail (2011) claimed the use of open-ended questions in an interview protocol
provides “openings through which interviewees can contribute their insiders’
perspectives with little or no limitations imposed by more closed-ended questions” (p.
14).
Following the transcription and coding of each interview, participants received an
email (see Appendix B) containing a link to their interview transcript along with a request
to clarify transcript statements or specify certain sections be excluded from the study.
This instrument helped address trustworthiness and external verification by using
member checking (Homan, 2014). Knowing they would have the opportunity to review
their comments and clarify their statements may have allowed the interviewees to speak
more freely during the semi-structured interview (Legard, Keegan, & Ward, 2003).
Researcher memos were gathered throughout all phases of the study, and field
notes were gathered during the interview phase of the study. These notes allowed for the
collection of what Ruona (2005) called the researcher’s “learnings, musings, biases,
hunches, speculations, [and] puzzlings” (p. 235). This data not only informed the
analysis process but also helped the researcher to focus more clearly on the participants
of the study (Ruona, 2005).
Research instruments are devices used to obtain relevant information (Wilkinson
& Birmingham, 2003). In a qualitative study, the role of the researcher as a human
instrument allows for what Maykut and Morehouse (2005) deemed the capturing of “the
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complexity, subtlety, and constantly changing situation which is the human experience”
(p. 24). The researcher explored data and used analysis to extract information and
meaning to inform the answers of the research questions.
Procedures/Data Collection
Prior to the collection of any data, the researcher obtained approval from the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Memphis to ensure the rights and
welfare of all participants were appropriately addressed in the study design. Informal
permission to conduct the study was granted by the district’s superintendent and the
school’s principal prior to the development of this proposal. Additionally, all study
participants were required to sign and return the informed consent letter before any data
were collected. The informed consent letter was used to confirm that each participant’s
involvement in the study was voluntary and fully informed.
Every qualitative study requires the researcher to reflect about what they are
finding and use that knowledge to make design decisions (Bogdan & Bilken, 2003).
During this study, the SDPL experiences of teachers were examined through the analysis
of questionnaires and transcripts of semi-structured interviews. The semi-structured
interview method was selected as it not only allows for a complete collection of data of
but also permits informal conversational interaction between the researcher and
participants (Kvedaraitė, Jasnauskaitė, Geležinienė, & Strazdienė, 2013). Data were also
collected using researcher field notes and memos.
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Participants
The site for the study was selected based on convenience and access. However,
the selection of participants was based on certain criteria. The procedure for selecting the
participants for the study are detailed in the following sections.
Questionnaire. To be included in the sample for the initial phase of data
collection, the participant must have met certain criteria. The first criterion required the
teacher to be certified in the state in which the site was located. The second criterion
required the participant to be employed as a classroom teacher at the selected site.
Having met these first two criteria, all classroom teachers at the selected site received the
questionnaire by email. The final criterion selected only those participants who returned
the completed questionnaire by the specified deadline. Any questionnaire that was
incomplete or received after the deadline was not included in the sample.
Interview. Analyses of demographic data and descriptions of SDPL experience
collected using the questionnaire were used to identify diverse characteristics of
participants. Key dimensions considered for the selection of interviewees included the
following: the number of SDPL hours completed from August 1, 2016 to November 1,
2016; grade level taught; years of teaching experience; and highest degree held by
teacher. With that analysis in mind, a convenience sample of five participants was
chosen to participate in the interview phase of the study. While the sample was nonrandom, an attempt was made to interview teachers who provided detailed responses on
the questionnaire.
Data Collection
Data for this study were collected from the following sources:
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1. Questionnaire
2. Transcripts of semi-structured interviews
3. Researcher field notes
4. Follow-up survey
5. Researcher memos
Questionnaire. A questionnaire served as the initial point of data collection for
this study. Allport (1942) defined a questionnaire as “any self-revealing document that
intentionally or unintentionally yields information regarding the structure, dynamics, and
functioning” (p. xii) of the participant completing the instrument. All certified teachers at
the site were emailed a link to the online questionnaire that could be self-administered
using a Google Form. Additionally, the email explained the purpose and methodology of
the study. The voluntary nature of participation was clearly stated, as was the estimate of
time required to complete the questionnaire. Attached to the email was a PDF containing
the informed consent form. Additionally, a preview of the questions was attached to
allow participants time to construct rich contextual descriptions prior to the completion of
the online form (Geertz, 1973).
Demographic information collected from the questionnaire provided an overall
summary of the sample and informed the selection of participants for the interview phase
of the study. Through the use of open-ended questions, participants were prompted to
share detailed descriptions of how topics for learning were chosen, what goals were set,
what resources were used to support the learning, how the success of the learning was
assessed, and whether the knowledge gained had any impact on student learning.
Additionally, details were gathered from each participant about the barriers faced and
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benefits gained from the use of the SDPL approach. Finally, participants were prompted
to suggest ways they wanted the school to support such PL (i.e., reinforcing benefits,
counteracting barriers) such professional learning. The resulting analysis of the openended questions served to inform the interview protocol. Questionnaire responses were
reviewed by the researcher as they were collected in the corresponding Google Sheet to
confirm the digital collection process was working properly.
Transcripts of Semi-Structured Interviews and Researcher Field Notes.
Following the analysis of questionnaire responses, a convenience sample of five
participants was invited to participate in the interview phase of the study. Creswell
(2008) described the interview phase by saying, “one-on-one interviewing is a datacollection process in which the researcher asks questions to and records answers from
only one participant in the study at a time” (p. 226). Interviewing is an appropriate
strategy for this study as it allows the researcher to learn the context of a person’s
behavior, which aids in understanding the meaning behind the behavior (Seidman, 2006).
Since the researcher had a previously established level of trust with the interviewees, the
participants were more willing to (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The use of a semistructured interview format allowed for the collection of each participant’s experience,
while also keeping the interview informal and conversational (Kvedaraitė et al., 2013).
Each interview lasted approximately 30 minutes and was performed with the use
of an interview protocol (see Appendix C) consisting of open-ended questions combined
with follow-up probes. The protocol was used to gather more information regarding the
summary of data collected from the survey as it pertained to the research questions of the
study, as well as to provide a deeper exploration of the SDPL experiences of each
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interviewee. The interview protocol also included proposed probes, defined by Creswell
(2014) as “sub questions under each question that the researcher asks to gain more
information or to expand or clarify information” (p. 229). Indeed, the iterative nature of a
generic qualitative research design allows for the inclusion of additional probing
questions that may “cascade, roll, [or] emerge” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 203) as the
study develops. The interview protocol underwent pilot testing with one participant prior
to use with remaining participants and was adjusted as deemed necessary. The researcher
took field notes during each interview to maintain consistency in the flow of the
interview as well as to document the context of the interview and nonverbal aspects of
the interviewee’s communication.
Interviews were audio recorded with the use of a computer and an external
microphone. As a backup form of recording, the researcher used an iPad as a secondary
recorder. Placement of recording equipment was consistent in each interview to acquire a
quality recording while also remaining as inconspicuous as possible.
At the conclusion of each interview, time was set aside for the researcher to read
over field notes and take additional notes. Field notes, including catchwords and phrases
recorded during interviews, may serve as an aid for memo writing (Somekh & Lewin,
2005). Babbie (1986) recommended researchers not rely on memory but rather take
notes as soon as possible. To better facilitate understanding, the researcher recorded as
much as possible and determined during analysis what was important and what was not
important (Babbie, 1986). These post-interview memos provided a short summary of the
researcher’s thoughts.
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The digital audio files of each interview were uploaded to an online transcription
service. When the verbatim transcription was completed, the researcher downloaded the
document. Each transcript was reviewed by the researcher to confirm the accuracy by
listening to each interview while reading the initial transcription. Edits were made and
preliminary notes documented in order to begin the analysis process. This final step of
the transcribing process permitted the researcher to better understand, internalize, and
understand the participants’ experience.
Member Checking. Following the development of interview summaries,
member checking occurred. Interview participants were emailed a link to their interview
transcript and given the opportunity to provide additional feedback and insights. The
inclusion of member checking allowed participants to check the researcher’s
interpretations and be involved not only in collecting data but also in analyzing the data
gathered (Homan, 2014).
Researcher Memos. Throughout all phases of the study, the researcher wrote
detailed memos to keep a record of any observations or speculations spawned from the
data. “These memos should be a receptacle for your learnings, musings, biases, hunches,
speculations, puzzlings, and so forth” (Swanson & Holton, 2005, p. 235). According to
Somekh and Lewin (2005), memos are particularly helpful in distinguishing between
descriptive and interpretive sequences (Somekh & Lewin, 2005). Birks, Chapman, and
Francis (2008) suggested the use of a mnemonic to describe the multiple functions of
researcher memos: “‘MEMO’: Mapping research activities; Extracting meaning from the
data; Maintaining momentum; [and] Opening communication” (p. 70). The role of the
researcher in a qualitative study extends beyond that of collector of data. Instead, the
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researcher is an instrument that combines with the study participants and data collection
methods to produce a collaborative meaning from the data (Pickard, 2012). The entire
process used to collect the data and align the gathered information with the study’s
research questions is depicted in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Alignment of research questions and data collection.
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Data Analysis
The VSAIEEDC model (Variation, Specification, Abstraction, Internal
verification, External verification, Demonstration, Conclusion [Persson, 2006]) guided
the analysis plan for this study. Persson (2006) argued that the VSAIEEDC model is an
appropriate choice for a generic qualitative study because “it is based on cognitive
function rather than philosophical tenets and therefore also on the assumption that all
models for qualitative analysis have a common basis quite irrespective of epistemological
tradition” (p. 29). Each of the seven steps in the VSAIEEDC model is summarized in
Table 5.
Table 5
Summary of Persson’s VSAIEEDC Model
Step

Summary

Variation

Construct groups of similarities and differences in
participants’ statements and responses.

Specification

Compare groups and identify the characteristics of emerged
patterns.

Abstraction

Conceptualize group commonalities using descriptive labels.

Internal verification

Confirm that labels are feasible and fit into emerging pattern.

External verification

Verify labels with existing research and use member checking.

Demonstration

Demonstrate analysis findings in an appropriate manner based
on the analysis.

Conclusion

Decide if further abstraction is required.

Each form of qualitative data collected (i.e., open-ended questionnaire and
member checking email responses, transcriptions of interviews, and the researcher field
notes and memos) was prepared for analysis using a similar procedure as shown in Table
5. A Google Sheet document was created for each form of data collected. Each sheet
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was organized into the following columns: A, phrases; B, topic; C, word count
(calculated using a formula); D, thin designation for non-detailed responses; E, off-topic
designation for responses referring to learning that did not meet the definition of SDPL;
F, research questions (1, 2, 3); G, H, and I, abstractions resulting from of up to three
rounds of open coding with each round being documented in its own column; J, excerpts
of text with a strong relationship to the research question; K, labels/themes which
eventually emerged; L, comments/memos. Column headings as described are shown in
Figure 6.

Figure 6. Screenshot of Google Sheet used during data analysis.
The common themes, as well as any unique variations, were later used to develop
a composite summary (Groenewald, 2004). Each participant’s data was initially chunked
into small phrase groups of logical combinations of sentences of approximately 40-50
words. Resulting phrases were transferred to column A of the spreadsheet. During
analysis, chunks were reduced into smaller groups additional rows inserted when multiple
topics were being addressed. The process to create this spreadsheet is shown in Table 6.
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Table 6
Steps to be Followed to Prepare Each Form of Qualitative Data for Analysis
Step Procedure
1

Create a Google Sheet document.

2

Enter column headings: column A – Phrases; column B – Topic; column C – #
words; column D – Thin?; column E – Off-Topic?; column F – RQs (1, 2, 3);
column G – Abstraction-L1; column H – Ab-L2; column I – Ab-L3; column J –
Excerpts; column K – Labels / Themes; column K – Comments / Memos.

3

Chunk data into logical phrase combinations of 40-50 words.

4

Transfer phrases of each participant to column A on the sheet.

Questionnaire
The questionnaire contained eight closed-ended demographic items as well as 11
open-ended items. Data from closed-ended questions were analyzed quantitatively using
basic descriptive statistics. Data from open-ended items were analyzed qualitatively
using the VSAIEEDC Model (Persson, 2006) summarized in Table 5.
Closed-ended items. Demographic data were collected and sample summaries
were constructed. Summaries are included in the study findings. These provide the
reader an overview of the sample group including grade taught, years of teaching
experience, gender, age, highest level of degree, and hours of SDPL engagement from
August 1, 2016 to November 1, 2016. Providing group data gives the reader an overview
of the sample participants while maintaining confidentiality.
Open-ended items. For each participant, text responses to open-ended items
were prepared for analysis using the procedure shown in Table 6. Using the VSAIEEDC
Model, responses to open-ended items were analyzed first by scanning for variations and
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looking for similarities and differences in the data (Kennedy, D. M., 2016). Perceptions
were documented using researcher memos. Specification followed using constant
comparison analysis to more thoroughly identify the characteristics of emerged patterns.
In addition to the use of researcher memos to document pattern details in the phrase
groups, general topics were noted in column B and applicable research question(s) were
noted in column F of the spreadsheet. Next, abstraction was performed by
conceptualizing the commonalities using descriptive labels (i.e., the coding process).
During the process of open coding, emerging labels were entered in column K.
Additionally, excerpts thought to be particularly relevant to the research questions were
entered in column J (Anderson, 2010). During analysis, chunks were reduced into
smaller groups as needed.
Labels and themes were internally and externally verified for reliability. Internal
verification was used to ensure that coded labels were consistent with emerging patterns
(Persson, 2010) while also confirming emerging patterns were not influenced by
researcher bias (Kennedy, D. M., 2016). Labels were then externally verified by
questioning how the data corroborate existing published research (Kennedy, D. M.,
2016). Labels were entered in column K of the spreadsheet for all text found to be
relevant to the research questions. The manner of demonstration for analysis findings
was determined by the analysis itself and may include charted or graphed demographic
data, word frequency analysis, co-occurrence analysis, cross-comparison analysis, and
explanatory analysis or modeling” (Kennedy, D. M., 2016). Finally, the conclusion
process resulted led to higher level analysis (i.e., second level abstraction, third level
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abstraction) if the first level abstraction did not result in enough reduction to answer the
research questions or if dictated by the amount of data collected (Persson, 2006).
Following the analysis of all participant responses, a summary of the entire
sample was constructed. Codes (i.e., columns G, H, and I), labels and themes (i.e.,
column K), and researcher memos were organized into a summary corresponding to each
research question (i.e., column F). Overarching themes and researcher interpretations
were used to inform any needed adjustments to the interview protocol.
Interview Transcripts
After transcribing the interviews and preparing the data for analysis (see Table 3),
the seven steps of the VSAIEEDC model were again used. Verbatim phrase groups were
examined for variations and, following specification, applicable research questions were
noted in column F of the spreadsheet. Emerging labels were entered in column K during
the abstraction step with additional insights being documented in researcher memos.
During internal and external verification, the researcher determined if the labels were
logical (Kennedy, D. M., 2016), and reasoning was examined for personal bias. Next,
labels were externally verified by questioning how the data verify existing published
research (Kennedy, D. M., 2016). Demonstration of findings was determined by the
analysis. If a first-level abstraction of transcripts did not result in enough reduction to
answer the research questions (Persson, 2006), additional levels of abstraction were
performed as deemed appropriate.
Following the analysis of each participant’s interview transcript, an additional
round of external verification was performed using a follow-up email. Member checking
provided each interviewee the opportunity to check interpretations made by the
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researcher prior to the finalization of study findings. Additionally, member checking
added to the credibility of the study and improved the final study report (Stake, 1995).
Researcher Memos
Researcher memos were used to inform the process of analysis. The researcher
used memos to keep track of what important themes or patterns emerged (Seidman, 2006)
as a summary of commonalities among participants developed. Researcher memos were
used throughout the analysis phase to document perceptions of the data within and
between participant responses. Memos assisted the researcher in extracting meaning
from the data (Birks et al., 2008).
Limitations/Delimitations
The following two sections provide additional information regarding the design of
this study. First, the limitations of the study are examined, including ways
trustworthiness was established. Finally, the delimitations section presents parameters set
by the researcher.
Limitations
While qualitative researchers have generally recognized the subjectivity of
understandings and that there are always multiple perspectives to consider (Willis, 2008),
Stake (2005) stressed the need to assure the reader the research can be trusted despite
influences out of the control of the researcher. Trustworthiness is established through
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Credibility was addressed in this study using well-established research methods as
well as through the history of “prolonged engagement” between the researcher and the
participants (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). While
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generalization is not possible from this study, readers should be provided enough
information to decide if findings might be applied to their own circumstances.
Additionally, the method of analysis used allowed for a systematic and accurate analysis
of the interview transcripts in combination with the researcher’s ability to discern
meaning from interviewee statements and observed behavior (Patton, 2002).
The addressing of dependability was handled by ensuring a level of consistency in
each method of data collection, particularly with the resulting interview transcripts. The
use of the interview protocol ensured each interviewee was asked the same core group of
questions as well as many of the same follow-up ones. Additionally, the researcher’s
field notes provided a rich description of the context of each interview as well as other
aspects of the study. With these facts in mind, it should be stated that semi-structured
interviews may not result in all questions being asked of all participants (Marshall &
Rossman, 2016). In regards to confirmability, the method of analysis along with the
potential for multiple rounds of open coding and thematic development provided an audit
trail which may be used to confirm the summaries have emerged from the data rather
than from the view of the researcher (Schwandt & Halpen, 1988).
A limitation of this study was the size of the samples for each round of data
collection and that samples were drawn from a single site. Additionally, it should be
noted that the researcher worked at the site of the study.
Delimitations
The researcher limited the boundaries of this study through the setting of the
several parameters. Data were collected at a single site that was selected for ease of
access to ensure manageability of the study. The samples of participants were limited to
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certified teachers at the site at the exclusion of administrators and certified support staff,
both of whom also learn professionally in self-directed ways and impact student learning.
Only one interview was conducted for each interviewee to limit the time required of each
participant.
Ethical Issues
Several important ethical considerations were considered in the design of this
study. All relevant persons (i.e., participants, school principal, district superintendent)
agreed to the guiding principles of the study. Participants were made aware that
participation was voluntary and they could decide at any time to withdraw from the study
without penalty. All data gathered during the study (i.e., questionnaire results, recordings
of interviews, interview transcripts, and member checking email responses) were stored
using a password-protected Google Drive folder inside the school district’s Google
domain. Each questionnaire respondent was referred to by participant number. Each
interviewee was referred to using a self-selected pseudonym to ensure confidentiality.
It is also important to address my own subjectivity in this study. I work with the
participants in this study and support them in their integration of technology.
Additionally, SDPL has been a driving factor in my journey as a technology specialist.
Therefore, my enthusiasm for the topic permeates my interactions with my co-workers. I
strove to not allow my own beliefs about SDPL to cause me to arrive at inaccurate
inferences about participant responses. To limit researcher bias, all teachers were
assigned a participant number used to identify them during data collection. Furthermore,
while the interview sample was a non-random convenience sample, participants selected
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were only known by their participant number until the selections were made. Only then
were the interviewee names known to the researcher.
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Chapter 4: Report of the Findings
The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of teachers’ selfdirected professional learning (SDPL) by addressing the following research questions:
1. What are elementary teachers’ experiences with self-directed professional
learning?
2. What benefits and barriers to self-directed professional learning are identified
by elementary teachers?
3. According to elementary teachers, in what ways can schools support teachers’
self-directed professional learning?
During the initial point of data collection, 33 participants completed the
questionnaire. In addition to demographic information, open-ended questions prompted
participants to share descriptions regarding their self-directed professional learning
experience. Responses included information related to how topics were chosen, what
goals were set, types of resources used, and the impact of SDPL experiences. The
questionnaire also gathered perceptions of the benefits and barriers encountered by the
participants during SDPL as well as suggestions for how the school may better support
the SDPL of teachers. Each teacher received a participant number when they were
invited to complete the questionnaire. Therefore, participant numbers ranged from one to
62.
Following the questionnaire, a convenience sample of five participants was
chosen for one-on-one interviews. The selection of interviewees was non-random.
However, an attempt was made to select teachers who had provided detailed responses on
questionnaire submissions. Each 30-minute interview was guided by a protocol to review
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a summary of questionnaire data and to provide a deeper exploration of each
interviewee’s SDPL experiences. The interviewees received a follow-up email which
included a transcript of their interview and an opportunity to provide any additional
feedback. All data were coded and organized into emergent themes: motivation, control,
resources, and time. Those four themes guide the report of findings.
Motivation
This section discusses findings associated with the theme of motivation.
Participants reported three primary motivations for engaging in self-directed professional
learning experiences. SDPL experiences were job-driven, possessed the potentiality for
learning something that could be shared with colleagues, and provided the possibility to
implement what was learned. This section discusses findings organized by those three
sub-themes.
Job-driven. All questionnaire participants referred to job-driven motivations for
SDPL. Almost all (30 of 33) of the participants were seeking a way to positively impact
the learning experiences of their students or mentioned wanting to improve student
engagement and achievement. More than three-fourths (26 of 33) of the teachers stated
they sought to address an area of weakness in their teaching practice by learning new
techniques or strategies. Additionally, they reported using SDPL to remediate their
mastery of topics taught during required professional development sessions. Eighteen
participants described their motivation for SDPL as a desire to dig deeper into a topic.
The following are quotes related to the theme of job-driven motivation:
Participant 62: During the summer, I read the book Teach Like a Pirate. This
book provides practical strategies that educators can use to boost student
engagement. After teaching for 19 years, I am always open to new techniques to
promote student success.
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Participant 8: I feel that the more I expose myself to strategies, activities, and
knowledge of gifted students, the better suited I am to service them in the gifted
and general education environment.
Participant 3: Recently my state passed a new law, “Say Dyslexia.” I also got a
new position as an RTI Coach/Reading Specialist. With these two things in mind,
I felt I needed to learn more about dyslexia.
Participant 25: I attended a PD about Illuminate, but I still could not do this by
myself. I had to go into Illuminate and figure out how to create an assessment for
our [Common Formative Assessment].
Interviewee Olivia: I think I was very eager to learn. Um, not that I felt
incompetent in my position but [the topic] . . . was all new to me and just to
ensure that I had all the information, . . . that I didn't have to call on other school
districts for help. I didn't want [the school district] to appear . . . [as if] we don't
quite know what we're doing. . . . I think that was just a big motivation for me as
a learner.
Interviewee Zoey: When there's something that I feel weak in, or something that I
don't feel like I have enough information, I will seek it out. I'm like a dog on a
bone. I will go to people, I will ask a million questions, I'll look online, I'll
consult various resources.”
The descriptions provided by responses to the questionnaire indicate that most
teachers are motivated by job-driven factors when engaging in SDPL activities.
Sharing. Two-thirds (22 of 33) of the questionnaire respondents referred to being
motivated by the potential for learning something they would be able to share with
colleagues. When referring to a conference she attended, Participant 8 stated, “My
colleague and I, who also attended, are planning to present during a professional
development using some of the [materials from the conference we attended].” After
reading the book Conscious Discipline (Bailey, 2001), Participant 45 shared, “I found it
informative and helpful and I'm still using [ideas from the book] in my classroom. I have
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shared my information with colleagues and encouraged them to incorporate it into their
classrooms.” When asked to describe how the school has provided support for SDPL,
Participant 60 explained, “I feel like they would encourage me to share what I have
learned with my colleagues in a presentation or grade level meeting.” One participant
went so far as to say, “I don’t feel that I ‘completed’ this activity because I haven’t
compiled many resources for [other] teachers to use.”
Participants who were interviewed also mentioned sharing what was learned
during SDPL as a motivation. When prompted to share how SDPL benefited others,
interviewee Toni explained how she was motivated by sharing with her colleagues.
Toni: It definitely motivated other teachers. Other teachers would come sit and
watch during their planning, but also the professional development that we did,
we were asked to do it several times. We were asked for our cheat sheets and our
Google Docs and our resources and things like that. I was even asked, a couple
of times, to teach a model lesson for other teachers. I think it definitely
motivated the teachers around us.
Interviewee Halle was asked if she had an opportunity to share the result of an SDPL
experience with others who were not her students. She replied,
Halle: Yes. The grade level, I shared it with the grade level. And told them what
I was doing. I even invited other classes to come in and look to see. And
somebody else said, "I'm gonna do that next year," and they actually did it. And
they came to me with questions, and I felt good that I can answer them. And if I
couldn't, I'd say, "Okay, I'm gonna try and figure this one out." Because
sometimes people take your idea, and they make it a little bit better. And you
know, imitation is the best form of flattery.
While sharing with other teachers is not limited to knowledge gained by SDPL,
participants in this study indicate sharing what they learn is a motivation for SDPL.
Possibility of the opportunity to implement. Fewer than half (14 of 33) of the
participants shared they are more motivated to learn something new if they may have the
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opportunity to implement it in their classroom. Stated factors that promoted
implementation included cost, available funding, and ease of use. The following are
quotes associated with choice as related to the chance to implement.
Participant 10: After reviewing several of these web-based resources, and even
logging in as a student, I ultimately chose ReadTheory. The website was
completely free, and seemed very easy to get started. Many of the students in
my intervention class have attention issues and are easily distracted. The site
had limited graphics, large font, and was easy to navigate.
Participant 22: The whiteboard ELA activities found and implemented in my
classroom were fun for the class, and the class performed well on the weekly
assessment of reading and grammar skills.
Participant 1: Shortly after I watched the webinar and downloaded the materials,
I was able to incorporate the use of the interactive notebooks in my class.
Interviewee Peggy: It did kind of stink that when I had what I thought was going
to be awesome and was going to meet all of the goals that we had set and then be
told there's no money for it. Really, it's discouraging, which I think, in some
cases, it is going to kind of turn teachers away from trying new ideas if they're
not going to be supported.
Teachers described being motivated to engage in SDPL activities if they knew
there may be an opportunity to implement what they learned.
Summary. Participants reported three primary motivations for engaging in SDPL
experiences: to address a job-driven need, to learn something that could be shared with
colleagues, and to hopefully implement what was learned. By gaining insight into the
motivation of these adult learners, school leaders may better develop strategies for
stimulating teachers’ motivation to learn in self-directed ways. These findings about
motivation will later be used to answer research questions one and two in Chapter 5.

55

Control
This section discusses findings associated with the theme of control mentioned by
two-thirds (22 of 33) of the participants via the questionnaire. Of the 11 responses not
mentioning control, the majority were either off-topic or provided thin descriptions, thus
the frequencies in this section are based on the responses of the subgroup of 22
participants who discussed the theme of control. Descriptions of the importance of
control in SDPL are categorized into two sub-themes: control over the topic and control
over the learning experience. Each sub-theme is discussed below.
Control over the topic. More than half (14 of 22) of participants voiced an
appreciation for a choice in the learning topic. For example, Participant 8 mentioned the
ability to select breakout sessions at conferences: “One of the main reasons I attend
[conferences] are for the break-out sessions in which you can choose what classes most
fit your needs.” Participant 28 shared that teachers at the school are sometimes able to
select from a list of sessions during required professional development (PD) days. “This
allows us to choose what sessions we would like to visit. It is more effective when you
are able to choose what you want to do. You are more attentive and complain less.”
Participant 47 also mentioned the PD Menu approach used by the school stating, “I am
able to choose the training that I need to better meet my needs.” An appreciation for
control over the topic was also shared by Participant 13: “SDPL has allowed me to pick
and choose different topics that relate to my own personal needs.” Participant 60 added,
“SDPL allows me to concentrate on the areas of need that I feel are important in my
classroom.” Teachers in this study voiced a need to have control over the topic of their
learning which supports the literature on adult learners (Knowles, 1975; Zepeda, 2008).
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Control over the learning conditions. Over three-fourths (17 of 22) of this
subgroup referred to the importance of control over the conditions under which learning
occurred (e.g., pace, location). Teachers explained they value the ability to repeatedly
review the materials chosen as they sought to build expertise. Many participants shared
details about the informal locations they selected for their (often solo) SDPL experiences,
though one participant voiced frustration with completing the learning alone. Many
teachers stated their SDPL experiences took place at home, outside of work hours, even
though it meant spending less time with family. Additionally, the ability to seek out
resources to provide “just-in-time” training was mentioned in relation to SDPL. The
following quotes are related to the sub-theme of choice in pace and/or method.
Participant 48: I could go back and read as I had time to do so. I was able to
pause videos and PowerPoint presentations when needed so I could try it out or
review before implementing in my classroom.
Participant 34: I was able to complete this activity in my home one evening after
work. I just completed this webinar in one session, and I was able to set my own
pace. I was taking notes and writing some books down on my list of books to
order, so I had to pause the webinar at times, and even replay certain parts to hear
again. There were a couple of books that the presenter said were for high school
students, and I fast forwarded to the next book on those as they did not pertain to
me.
Participant 1: I watched the webinar at my home in a comfortable setting. I was
able to take notes and download materials immediately to use in my classroom.
Participant 13: I participated in three of her 1-hour webinars. They were during
the week in the evening. I really enjoyed the webinars and felt that they
addressed the objectives clearly and efficiently. One aspect of webinars that I
found that I really enjoyed was being able to stay at home and listen and only
participate if I felt that I needed to. She always had a question/answer at the end
and if I felt I needed more information, I could hang on and listen. If not, I could
leave the webinar. She was never interrupted or sidetracked like people get in
face-to-face inservices/trainings.

57

Participant 10: One of the barriers I faced was doing this research alone. It was
time consuming choosing and accessing the different websites, mainly because I
wanted to actually get into the program and explore from within. . . .
[I]ndependent research and self-directed learning does not offer some of the same
advantages as learning together. Discussions often present alternative ways of
looking at things.
Participant 60: Since I am doing this on my own time, it usually takes away from
time with my family.
Later comment by Participant 60: It [SDPL] allows me to research on my own
schedule instead of waiting for a DLD where my areas of interest may or may not
be addressed.
The ability to control the pace and method of their learning was indicated as an important
choice for many of teachers surveyed.
Summary. The theme of control in SDPL was categorized into two sub-themes:
control over the topic and control over the learning experience. Participants voiced a
preference for selecting the topic for their learning which is an approach often missing
from traditional PD. Additionally, controlling the pace of the learning activity allowed
the participants to repeatedly review the learning resources. These findings about control
will later be used to answer research questions one and two in Chapter 5.
Resources
This section discusses findings associated with the theme of resources mentioned
by nearly three-fourths (24 of 33) of the participants. Of the nine respondents not
mentioning resources, the majority were either off-topic or provided thin descriptions,
thus the frequencies in this section are based on the responses of the subgroup of 24
participants who shared responses that relate to the theme of resources. Resources were
mentioned when discussing sources for information during participant’s SDPL
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experiences. Additionally, teachers referenced various forms of human and financial
support as types of resources for their SDPL. Three sub-themes related to resources
emerged: material resources, human resources, and funding (see Table 7). Each subtheme is discussed below.
Table 7
Sub-Themes and Categories for the Theme of Resources
Sub-Themes

Categories

Material Resources

Websites, blogs, and webinars
Online videos
Conferences
Additional material resources

Human Resources
Funding
Material resources. Nearly all (22 of 24) participants referenced some type of
material resource used while engaging in SDPL. Teachers made use of a variety of types
of material resources and often used multiple types in meeting their learning goals. This
section on material resources is organized into four categories: websites, blogs, and
webinars; online videos; conferences; and additional material resources.
Websites, blogs, and webinars. Websites, blogs, and webinars were mentioned by
many teachers. The school librarian, Participant 34, shared, “I have gone to blogs and
websites of other librarians and it always helps me to see what others are doing —
especially since I . . . am the only librarian in my district.” Participant 34 continued
addressing material resources when describing utilizing a webinar for SDPL rather than
methods she had used previously. “I watched a webinar of another librarian introducing
several children's books. She summarized each one and gave ideas of skills you could
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teach with each book. Previously, I have used magazines, catalogues, and websites to
look at new books, and this was a new approach for me.” Another teacher, Participant 1,
referred to using blogs in combination with a webinar for SDPL when she shared, “I
spent time looking at several blogs that addressed the use of interactive notebooks in the
primary classroom and found a webinar that I watched.” Participant 1 went on to address
a problem related to the quality of material resources teacher may select by explaining,
“This was one of the first webinars I watched that had good pacing and visuals that
helped me truly understand the topic.” Interviewee Peggy described resources used in her
own SDPL by sharing, “I joined groups and I started reading blogs. . . . I could go back to
those forums and search for those specific topics, and then they would lead me to blog
posts and different magazine articles and things that were online.” Participant 62 shared,
“I feel that as a seasoned teacher, it is important to stay current by reading or following
educational blogs. I love my job and I never want to lose the passion for teaching
children.” Websites, blogs, and webinars were used by many teachers to support their
SDPL.
Online videos. Online videos were used by some teachers as a material resource
for SDPL. Participant 28 explained her use of online videos available through the Khan
Academy website as she searched for new strategies for teaching complex math skills. “I
used Khan Academy most of the time because the information was presented in a basic
way. It was easy to understand, free, and I have a history with the site.” Participant 62
listed Teach Like a Pirate videos as resources used to support her reading of the book
Teach Like a Pirate (Burgess, 2012). Interviewee Hallee shared that resources she used
during an SDPL experience included Google, the internet, and YouTube: “I called a
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friend and said, ‘Hey, I'm trying to’ and we Googled together. . . . I used a lot of the
internet to try to figure it out. And watched videos of it.” Online videos were mentioned
by teachers as a material resource for SDPL.
Conferences. Conferences were also mentioned as a material resource for SDPL.
Four of the 24 participants mentioned conferences as they relate to SDPL. School-funded
conference experiences were described by three of the four participants mentioning
conferences. Participant 3 reflected on a conference experience by stating, “The IDA
Dyslexia Conference was the resource that I was able to utilize for learning more about
dyslexia. And what a resource it was!” Participant 8 reflected on her attendance at the
Tennessee Association for the Gifted Conference by explaining, “The presenters and
teachers [at the conference] provided handouts, books, and powerpoint [sic] presentations
that we were able to access and use during the conference and as ‘take-homes’ after.”
However, one of the 24 participants shared, “I am unable to participate in some SDPL
opportunities due to the cost. The school is not supportive when it comes to participating
in activities off-campus during school time or paying for any conferences out of town.”
Conferences were mentioned by teachers as a material support for SDPL.
Additional material resources. Other material resources shared by participants
are worth mentioning. College courses were mentioned by two of the interviewees, Zoey
and Olivia, when describing the challenges faced when seeking out material resources.
Zoey shared, “I feel like I've been able to find good resources, good examples of things
that have correlated well with what materials we were given in the classroom. In addition
to that, I have a co-worker who’s also going through the program, … and there have been
a lot of partner activities so we've gotten together on several occasions and worked. . . .
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We also do discussion board in the classes, so they'll be some post that relates to either
the videos that we've watched, or the text that we've had to read.” Participant 62 chose to
share about a book study by describing, “I read the book Teach Like a Pirate (Burgess,
2012). This book provides practical strategies that educators can use to boost student
engagement.” During her interview, Peggy also referred to a book as a support for her
SDPL. “One of the books that I was reading was Shake Up Learning (Bell, 2018).”
Interviewee Peggy, who was seeking new ideas for using technology in her classroom,
went on to share, “When you read through [books], some of the ideas are really
awesome.” When the topic of their learning was related to a specific online service, the
resources available through that service’s website were mentioned. Participant 44 shared,
“I chose the [Level 1 and 2] online training program [offered through Google] because it
was easy to access, seemed thorough, was being offered by Google itself, and it was
free.” Participant 42 included in her description of websites used, “Ease of access, cost,
trustworthiness, credibility all were factors that I considered when using these resources.”
Social media was mentioned, in passing, by one participant in combination with a
reference to blogs and webinars. Participant 13 shared, “I had been following a blog and
social media posts from this teacher and decided to invest the time in her webinars.” This
section described the use of additional material resources by some teachers during SDPL.
Human resources. In addition to material resources, participants reported
utilizing human resources during SDPL experiences. Three-fourths of participants (18 of
24) referred to a variety of human resources including school/district support staff as well
as fellow teachers. Participant 4 described, “My grade-level colleagues are my biggest
resource.” When choosing to learn more about classroom management, Participant 39
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shared, “I spoke with colleagues and found what systems they had in place. I heard the
pros and cons about each system.” However, one teacher, Participant 47 noted,
“Sometimes I don't know what questions to ask, which hinders my learning.” Participant
25 described the guidance received from a fellow teacher in gaining a better
understanding of material presented during a PD session by stating, “We also have a
teacher . . . who has been a wonderful resource when questions arise.” Participant 25
continued to reference that helpful teacher as a resource for getting answers to questions
about the PD content by stating, “She was able to answer most of [our questions], and the
ones she couldn’t answer, she found the answers and emailed them to us.” During her
interview, Toni credited collaboration with a colleague as integral to her SDPL.
Interviewee Toni: I also think one of the most valuable resources for me . . . was
working with a coworker and then diving deeper into what we felt the needs were.
When I think about my most outstanding situations where I've had self-directed
professional learning, it was when I teamed with another teacher and we noticed a
real weakness or a need with our kids and we took it off on our own in our own
direction and researched and planned and tried and reevaluated and met and
watched each other teach and things like that.
In a previous section, Participant 3 reflected on the use of a conference for learning about
dyslexia. She also shared, “I met many experts in the dyslexia field both in research and
therapy.”
Funding. While funding provided by the school or district is not a resource for
knowledge in SDPL experiences, teachers recognized the role funding played in gaining
access to the material and human resources mentioned above. The sub-theme of funding
was mentioned by two-fifths (9 of 24) participants. Participant 3 shared, “Without the
financial support of the school system, I would have faced a great financial barrier and
would not have been able to attend the [IDA Dyslexia] conference.” However, when
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asked to describe how the school has provided support for her SDPL, Participant 60
stated, “As long as I don't ask for money or time at school, the school is supportive.”
Participant 60 also added, “The school should fund opportunities for teachers to attend
conferences that they feel would be beneficial.” Funding for resources, material and
human, was mentioned as having an impact, both positive and negative, on the SDPL of
participants.
Summary. Participants mentioned resources utilized during SDPL experiences.
Material resources included: websites, blogs, and webinars; online videos; information
gathered during conferences; college courses; book studies; and resources found via
social media postings. SDPL activities were also bolstered by human resources (e.g.,
specialized support staff, colleagues, school leadership). Finally, participants
acknowledged to the role of funding in gaining access to both material and human
resources. These findings about resources will later be used to answer research questions
one and two in Chapter 5.
Lack of Time
This section discusses findings associated with the theme of the lack of time for
SDPL, which was mentioned by more than three-fourths (28 of 33) of the participants.
The four respondents not mentioning the lack of time for SDPL were either off-topic or
provided thin descriptions, thus the frequencies in this section are based on the responses
of the subgroup of 28 participants who discussed the theme of a lack of time for SDPL.
Participant descriptions related to the lack of time for SDPL are categorized into two subthemes: the problem of a lack of time and suggestions for addressing the problem of a
lack of time. Each sub-theme is discussed below.
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The problem of a lack of time. Participants acknowledged finding time for
SDPL, particularly during the work day, is a challenge. However, teachers voiced a
willingness to invest time outside of the work day to engage in SDPL activities. Several
teachers interviewed referenced an increased ability to engage in SDPL outside of work
hours if home/family obligations were less time-consuming. Teachers shared that, while
they may dedicate time for SDPL, it may not be enough time to become confident enough
to implement their learning in their classroom. The following are quotes related to the
lack of time for SDPL:
Participant 22: The greatest barrier I have faced is finding any extra time to
engage in learning additional strategies/practices that are beneficial in the
classroom.
Participant 42: Time is the biggest barrier. Day-to-day schoolwork is often
brought home and done after hours as there is little time during the school day, so
time for SDPL is an issue.
Participant 28: [I was] using my own time, but I don’t mind because it is relevant
PD. I consider it important.
Participant 28: Make most PD self-directed. This way, PD is specific, relevant,
and effective. . . . Because it is viewed as necessary and important to the learner,
teachers don't mind using their own time to do it. It's when you sit through
irrelevant, repetitive PD that it is cumbersome.
Participant 38: There is not always enough time to become confident enough to
implement what is briefly learned in some SPDL.
Participant 39: Understanding [a] new approach [to classroom management] was
not something I learned in one day. I researched at different times, read blogs on
many different occasions. Classroom management is such a crucial part of the
classroom, and I truly wanted to make sure that what system I put into place was a
productive one. I wanted to fully learn about it before starting it in my classroom.
Learning about Class Dojo took multiple sessions of time and was carefully
considered before it was integrated in my classroom.
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Interviewee Zoey suggested that the problem of a lack of time may be related to
time management when she shared:
Is it that we don't have enough time because we are so inundated with everything,
or is it that we don't make the time for some of these things? So, for me, I feel
pretty certain it's a time management issue, and a prioritizing issue, because I
don't have small kids at home anymore. I don't have things I have to be at every
single night of the week. I could make it a priority and manage my time better to
build in some of these things. You have to wonder how much of it is truly being
overbooked, versus not managing time well.
In a previous section, sharing was mentioned as a motivation for learning by
many participants and the lack of time to share was mentioned by one teacher. In her
interview, Olivia made a connection to the lack of time for sharing what is learned in an
SDPL experience by stating, “. . . being able to present the information coming back
[from workshops] has been somewhat of a challenge. And I feel like that's the most
important aspect of . . . workshops . . . is to be able to bring the information back.”
Suggestions for addressing the problem of a lack of time. Teachers recognized
that time during the work day is limited but offered solutions to the lack of time for
SDPL. Teachers acknowledged efforts taken by school administration related to freeing
up time during the work day. Not only did that time allow for professional learning, one
interviewee suggested a possible morale boost may also occur. Additionally, participants
acknowledged the role daily schedules play in effective use of time. The following
quotes relate to suggestions offered by teachers for addressing a lack of time for SDPL:
Participant 34: This year my school has tried to protect my time a little bit more
by not assigning extra duties (ie. [sic] cafeteria duty).
Interviewee Toni: . . . giving teachers a [substitute] every 9 weeks to let them do
some professional learning or PLC work or things like that where it's not on their
time. Give them some designated work time, because what they are doing is for
work.
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Interviewee Zoey: Being able to have choices, being able to collaborate with other
people, and just that appreciation of oh, okay, you've given me some time to do
this, because it really is hard to do more than what's required of your job.
Especially, I think, in our small district because everybody's so busy.
Participant 20: The only thing that might help is the alleviation of unnecessary or
extra demands put on teachers such as having to create and type agendas for
meetings to legitimize our meetings as being fruitful, making detailed lists of
needed resources that go unfilled, taking surveys that are not referenced, or
anything that can go in the ‘micromanaging’ box.
Participant 28: Because I teach mathematics exclusively, I have more time to
explore various teaching strategies to show children in a way they can understand
concepts. Because time has been a barrier in the past, being departmentalized has
afforded me the opportunity to dig deeper in my content area in an effort to
become a more effective teacher.
Participant 13: Maybe having an ongoing list that teachers can add to as
opportunities arise. I also feel that using SDPL, rather than formal inservice
trainings, might be an attractive option to many teachers. We spend so many
hours sitting in trainings that may or may not be beneficial to us when those hours
could be used in so many other productive ways.
With all the extra demands placed on teachers today, they are some of the best resources
for giving ideas for ways to address the problem of a lack of time for SDPL. These
findings about a lack of time will later be used to answer research questions two and three
in Chapter 5.
Chapter Summary
The goal of this study was to examine the experiences of teachers’ self-directed
learning professional learning experiences, the teacher-identified benefits and barriers of
SDPL, and their suggestions for school support of teachers’ SDPL. Data from
instruments revealed four emergent themes: motivation, control, resources, and time.
This chapter presented study data organized by those themes and supported with specific
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evidence. The next chapter will present a discussion of these findings organized by the
research questions.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
This research examined the experiences of elementary school teachers with selfdirected professional learning (SDPL). Participants were initially prompted, using openended questionnaire items, to describe details about their experience with a learning
activity that was self-directed. Participant responses were analyzed and organized into
themes. Five of the 33 participants who completed the questionnaire were selected and
interviewed about a summary of questionnaire data as well as about their experiences,
attitudes, and behaviors regarding SDPL. Following the analysis of interview data,
participants received a follow-up email containing a transcript of their interview and the
opportunity to contribute additional insights regarding the topic of SDPL.
Interpretation of the Findings
The findings from this study, reported in Chapter 4, will be discussed in relation
to each of the three research questions. The emergent themes of motivation, control,
resources, and lack of time will inform the discussion. Additionally, associations with
the literature will be made.
Research Question 1: What are elementary teachers’ experiences with self-directed
professional learning?
While SDPL is a process involving many aspects controlled by the learner, it is
the experiences of participants with the process of SDPL which is the focus of the first
research question. Participants selected an SDPL activity and shared their experiences by
providing answers to open-ended response items on the questionnaire (see Table 8).
Participants were asked to do the following: (a) describe your need to learn for this
activity; (b) describe your goals for this activity; (c) describe the resources chosen for this
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activity; (d) describe learning strategies chosen and implemented for this activity; and (e)
describe how you evaluated the learning outcome for this activity. Moreover, each
prompt was accompanied by items to consider in responses (see Appendix A). An
analysis of those responses resulted in the emergent themes of motivation, control,
resources and lack of time. Each theme is included in the following discussion in
response to answer research question one.
Table 8
Questionnaire Items Related to the Selected SDPL Activity
Questionnaire Items
Describe your need to learn for this activity.
Describe your goals for this activity.
Describe the resources chosen for this activity
Describe learning strategies chosen and implemented for this activity.
Describe how you evaluated the learning outcome for this activity
Elementary teachers participating in this research reported experiencing jobdriven motivation for their SDPL. Participants described wanting to improve their
teaching practice and positively impact the learning of their students. Darling-Hammond
et al. (2017) reported a positive link between teaching practices and student outcomes.
Next to parental involvement, the teacher is the most influential factor in student success
(de Souza-Barros & Elia, 1997; Hightower et al., 2011; Martin et al., 2010).
Additionally, Barth and Guest (1990) addressed the importance of teacher growth to
student growth when stating, “Probably nothing within a school has more impact on
students . . . than the personal and professional growth of their teachers” (p. 49). While it
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is beyond the scope of this study to determine if student learning was impacted by the
experience shared by the teacher, the data indicate teachers are engaging in SDPL
activities to benefit their students.
Two-thirds of participants reported being motivated to engage in an SDPL
experience because of the potential they would learn something they could share with
their colleagues. Teachers in this study most often referred to sharing their learning
within the school (e.g., with colleagues teaching the same grade level). Participant 1
shared, “I am able to share what I have learned with my colleagues and often they then
incorporate new ideas in their own classroom.” While Bodkyn and Stevens (2015)
suggested motivation has been found to influence all aspects of SDL, additional research
is needed to examine the role of sharing as a motivation for teacher SDPL. By
facilitating sharing among teacher colleagues, school leaders may contribute to teacher
motivation for SDPL, while also improving the practice of the rest of the school faculty.
Almost half of participants reported experiencing a motivation to learn something
new if they would be able to implement it in their classroom. While teachers may have
an interest in a topic, that is not enough for teachers to engage in SDPL, only to be
disappointed when the focus of the learning cannot be used with their students. When a
teacher identifies his or her own need to learn, the initial step of the SDPL process, it
often occurs in the classroom (Ley et al., 2014). Teachers investing time in SDPL want
the result of that learning to be implemented in the classroom if it can help their students
succeed.
The teachers in this study reported using a variety of material resources during
their SDPL experiences. The use of online materials as a resource for SDPL included
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websites, blogs, and webinars. Additionally, teachers reported watching videos published
to YouTube by fellow educators. A few teachers mentioned finding material resources
via Facebook groups that are a part of their PLN, a finding that supports Krutka and
Carpenter (2016), who reported teachers utilize PLNs as tools for accessing shared
resources and expertise. The use of online resources to support professional growth has
been reported in the literature (Kim, Jung, Altuwaijri, Wang, & Bonk, 2014; Tennessee
Department of Education, 2016a). By facilitating access to material resources for use in
SDPL, school leaders may help teachers find support more efficiently.
Although mentioned by only a few participants, it is worth noting conferences
were reported as a resource for SDPL experiences, while also offering teachers a control
over the topic of learning. Teachers particularly reported an appreciation for control over
session selection. However, control over the topic for learning is only one aspect of
SDPL. Conference sessions often follow a traditional lecture model which has been
shown to be an ineffective form of PD (Cox, 2015; Darling-Hammond et al., 2009).
Nevertheless, study participants reported having a level of control in the learning topic as
a benefit of SDPL. Participants indicated that this level of control helped them address
their self-determined need to learn, and control is an important aspect of self-directedness
(Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991). An additional benefit reported by teachers attending
conferences was the opportunity for informal learning (e.g., face-to-face conversations
with presenters and other conference attendees). This supports the findings of Jones and
Dexter (2014), who reported informal learning is beneficial for teacher growth. Sending
faculty to conferences, particularly those requiring hotel accommodations and air travel,
can be an expensive avenue for learning. While teachers at the site of the study who are
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selected to attend conferences are expected to re-present to the appropriate staff, time is
not often available for an effective sharing of their experiences. School leaders should
consider collaborating with teachers following a conference to determine what
information can be of the most use to the rest of the faculty. Furthermore, school leaders
may offer guidance for the most effective way to share the experience with others.
Participants also mentioned the experience of controlling the topic of their
learning when referring to the school’s PD Menu events. The PD Menu approach is used
at the site to provide teachers an opportunity to select from a list of workshops offered
before school on different days throughout the year. However, while participants
reported having control over the topic selected from a list of predetermined options,
teachers also shared they had no control over other aspects of the learning experience. I
can report that teacher attendance is usually required and session choices limited to topics
selected by teacher representatives. It is worth noting that these PD sessions, while not
SDPL experiences, may have inspired teachers to engage in SDPL by seeking out
additional information about the topic of the session.
Participants described using a variety of human resources during their SDPL
experiences including colleagues and specialized support staff. Learning from and with
colleagues was reported to be an important element of SDPL for most participants. For
example, participants teaching kindergarten through third grade at the site are organized
into self-contained classrooms. As a result, those teachers reported learning from and
with teachers in the same grade level. Teachers of fourth grade at the site are
departmentalized and organized into teams of two. Teammates reported using each other
as a human resource to support their SDPL. In her interview, Toni stated, “When I think
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about my most outstanding situations where I've had self-directed professional learning,
it was when I teamed with another teacher.” Peer support is an important factor in SDPL
(Coggshall, 2012). Schools seeking to incorporate SDPL into their PD programs should
recognize SDPL is not conducted in isolation.
Support staff provided by the school and district was also referenced as human
resources by participants. Access to support staff with expertise in instruction and
instructional technology made it easier for teachers to find information quickly. More
importantly, this human resource was reported to have allowed for conversations and
consultations focused on the teacher’s specific needs. By facilitating the interaction
between the teacher engaged in SDPL and a more knowledgeable other (Vygotsky,
1987), school leaders can provide a needed support for teacher growth.
Participants not only shared the types of resources they selected for their SDPL
experiences; they also shared factors considered when selecting those resources. Many
participants explained that resources were often initially selected because they were
found easily and were free. Finkelstein et al. (2013) reported teachers are using Open
Educational Resources (OERs) to support professional growth. Participant 1 referenced
previous learning experiences that may not have provided resources that were as useful as
those described in the selected SDPL experience. Participant 1 shared, “This was one of
the first webinars [I’ve] watched that had good pacing and visuals that helped me truly
understand the topic.” It is worth noting that most teachers did not go into detail about
considering the quality of a resource when it was initially selected. While some teachers
did mention selecting resources from trustworthy sources, most teachers reported
selecting resources that were easy to access, free, and user-friendly. Because access to
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quality materials can improve teacher SDPL, school leaders should consider ways
facilitate easy access to these resources. Suggestions for facilitation will be discussed in
a later section.
When describing their experiences with SDPL, teachers reported several
motivations, including (1) to grow their teaching practice and improve student learning,
(2) to share what is learned with their colleagues, and (3) to implement the newly
acquired learning in their classroom. Furthermore, teachers utilized a variety of material
and human resources when experiencing SDPL, including (1) online resources (e.g.,
websites, blogs, webinars, videos), (2) conferences, (3) colleagues, and (4) specialized
support staff. Participant responses have provided a better understanding of how teachers
are learning in self-directed ways.
Research Question 2: What benefits and barriers to self-directed professional
learning are identified by elementary teachers?
Participants identified benefits of and barriers to SDPL through their responses to
the questionnaire. Additionally, the five interviewed teachers offered perceptions on the
benefits and barriers. The following discussion of SDPL benefits and barriers is
primarily informed by the answers to three questionnaire prompts (see Table 9). First,
participants were asked, “How have YOU benefited from SDPL?” The next question
posed was, “How have others (e.g., students, colleagues, school, district, family)
benefited from your SDPL experiences?” Finally, teachers were asked to describe
barriers they have faced regarding SDPL. Additional perceptions regarding benefits and
barriers emerged from other sections of the questionnaire and are included in this section.
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Table 9
Questionnaire Items Related to Benefits and Barriers of SDPL
Questionnaire Items
How have YOU benefited from SDPL?
How have others (e.g., students, colleagues, school, district, family) benefited from
your SDPL experiences?
Describe barriers you have faced in regards to your SDPL.
Benefits
Control over the learning topic. At the core of SDPL is the learner taking
initiative for the learning process which begins with defining the need to learn (Knowles,
1975). In support of this research, half of the teachers who answered these questions
reported having control of the topic selected for the learning as a benefit of SDPL.
Teachers reported a preference for SDPL when compared to traditional PD in which they
were required to attend sessions that may have been irrelevant to them. Participant 13
shared, “SDPL has allowed me to pick and choose different topics that relate to my own
personal needs.” These findings support the research of Brookfield (1993) and Rager
(2003), which reported teachers enjoying a sense of control over their own learning as
opposed to the structured nature of most traditional PD. Furthermore, these findings also
support the research of Knowles (1975) and Zepeda (2008) which found choice is a
motivating factor for adult learners. In the answer to the first research question, teachers
reported being motivated to engage in SDPL in hopes of positively impacting the
learning of their students. Being given the control to choose what learning may be
needed to potentially have that impact is very important to teachers. Participant 60 was
one of several teachers to share a similar sentiment when she stated, “SDPL allows me to
76

concentrate on the areas of need that I feel are important in my classroom.” School
leaders could consider ways to provide teachers control over the topic of their learning.
Just-in-time learning. In addition to the benefit of control over the topic of
learning, teachers described a second benefit: not having to wait for the learning to be
provided for them by the school or district. This supports the research of Guskey and
Yoon (2009), which reported the importance of just-in-time support for teachers.
Additionally, Knowles (1975) reported adult learners often engage in learning tasks to
solve a problem and seek to immediately apply the solution. “It allows me to research on
my own schedule instead of waiting for a [District Learning Day] where my areas of
interest may or may not be addressed." (Questionnaire Participant ID 60).
However, teachers who had difficulty finding needed information reported
frustration with this flexibility, seeing it as a barrier to the SDPL process. Participant 47
stated, “Sometimes I don't know what questions to ask which hinders my learning.” This
supports the research of Knowles (1980) as well as Opfer and Pedder (2011) as it relates
to readiness to be self-directed to life experience. Teachers who had no experience to
draw from related to the topic of interest described difficulty in being self-directed.
Much like students, the success of a teacher’s learning experience depends on their
previous knowledge and experience (Covay Minor et al., 2006). Teachers reported that
having support when needed during SDPL helped them learn and ultimately meet their
learning goals.
Teachers in this study also described a benefit of SDPL of increased feelings of
self-confidence and empowerment to grow as professionals as they learned in selfdirected ways. This view is supported by the research of Hiltz (2005), who identified
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self-efficacy as a benefit of SDL. A portion of my interview with Hallee captured this
transformation. Hallee has never seen herself as being particularly savvy with
technology. However, she approached the topic with an open mind and a willingness to
grow. On many occasions she reached out to me for instructional technology guidance
when she determined a topic or tool might be of use to her students. Her students were
hungry to make more use of technology, so Hallee asked for support in learning more
about Google Slides. She wanted to give her students an opportunity to be creative in
showing their learning about a book they read. I shared some online resources with her
but also offered to collaborate with her on the project. As a coach, I gave her the freedom
to figure out some things for herself but always made myself available as a human
resource in her SDPL journey. As she gained expertise with the topic, she was driven to
continue learning more. The SDPL experience led her to a change in her teaching
practice beyond this one project. Hallee’s growing confidence resulted in new
experiences for her students in other lessons as well. Hallee shared:
Well, first I was able to start incorporating more digital. I was like, ‘Now if I
could do this for this, surely I can do it for something else.’ So, I got more tech
savvy. I was able to keep my kids engaged, and also, I was starting to become a
professional learner. Like, I need to learn more, and more, and more.
It was quite rewarding to watch Hallee share this during the interview. While recalling
the SDPL experience during the interview, Hallee was filled with excitement and pride
over the positive impact her SDPL had in her classroom. The literature indicates a
positive impact on teacher effectiveness and professional competence is a benefit of SDL
(Thoonen et al., 2011). Feeling empowered to continue learning was also a benefit of
SDPL experienced by this teacher. Hallee continued:
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It makes you go, ‘I'm not as clueless as I thought I was! If I can do this, then
maybe I can do this other little part. Maybe that could be better.’ Because I'm still
on the basic level of some things, but it makes me go deeper into it. I've gotten a
lot better; I really have. So, it's exciting when you figure something out.
By capitalizing on teacher-perceived benefits of SDPL, school leaders may better
encourage continuing professional learning. Teachers in this study identified several
benefits of SDPL. However, participants also identified barriers they have encountered
when engaging in SDPL. The next section will discuss those identified barriers.
Barriers
The barrier to SDPL most frequently identified by participants was a lack of time
to engage in the process. Teachers mentioned not having enough time during the work
day to utilize material resources or to connect with human resources (e.g., colleagues,
support staff). A report by the Tennessee Department of Education (2016a) indicated
teachers have reported having inadequate time for collaboration with colleagues. Girvan
et al. (2016) also suggested teachers would like more time to share with fellow teachers.
The demands on teachers are increasing (Easthope & Easthope, 2000) resulting in less
time to meet requirements and little time for SDPL. School leaders should consider
possible ways to make more time available for SDPL.
Participants not only reported a lack of time for the SDPL activity itself. They
also identified a need for more time to build expertise with the topic prior to
implementing it in their classroom. While the topic of change management is beyond the
scope of this study, it should be acknowledged that in recent years, the role of teacher has
shifted (Rotherham & Willingham, 2009). Teachers are less likely to be disseminators of
knowledge (i.e., the sage on the stage) and more likely to serve as a facilitator of student
learning (i.e., the guide on the side). This change in role has pushed teachers into a
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change in practice as well as a change in identity as a professional (Duffy, 2003). More
experienced teachers who have been teaching in traditional ways for many years are now
being told that method is wrong; they should now teach in another way. Teachers who
had seen themselves as successful may now be left questioning their ability as an
educator. A change of this kind cannot be made quickly and must be supported to be
effective (Covay Minor et al., 2006; Terehoff, 2002). For changes of this magnitude to
be successful, school leaders should provide teachers with time to learn as well as time to
receive emotional support during the change process. A study regarding differentiated
PD by Covay Minor et al. (2016) found teacher reaction to new learning greatly
determines the extent of change in teacher practice. By incorporating SDPL in PD
programs, school leaders may better address the diverse learning and emotional needs of
teachers.
Most participants in this study described compensating for the lack of time during
the workday to engage in SDPL by using personal time for learning. Several participants
mentioned demands on their personal time contributed to a lack of time for SDPL (e.g.,
schedules of young children, second jobs). Descriptions by teachers went beyond finding
moments to engage in SDPL and referenced the quality of available time. Participant 44
shared, “Different things have slowed my progress. Work and family commitments have
taken priority. Both of those commitments leave me so mentally tired at times, there
wouldn't be much use to me studying.” Participant 60 stated, “Since I am doing this on
my own time, it usually takes away from time with my family.” King (2002) suggested
educators may experience chronic stress and burnout if they let their passion for teaching
take priority over self-care. Although teachers did acknowledge SDPL outside of the
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work day is to be expected as an element of professionalism, they also suggested there
may be ways SDPL could also be incorporated into work hours (e.g., during the school
day, during required PD days). These findings support the research of Shurr et al. (2014),
which found teacher SDPL can be supported with time during work hours. Suggestions
by teachers to address the barrier of a lack of time will be addressed in the discussion of
research question three.
An additional barrier to SDPL mentioned by some participants was funding.
Participants described spending their own money on resources to support their SDPL.
Specifically, conference attendance experiences were shared by three participants, while
one participant expressed she did not feel supported by the school regarding funding to
attend conferences. The site of the study was the only school in the school district at the
time of the study, so it received any district funds available for PL. As the school district
grows, district resources will be shared with other schools, which may result in funding
being more of a concern. As school leaders consider including SDPL as a part of PD
programs, funding for SDPL will need to be addressed.
When describing their experiences with SDPL, teachers identified several benefits
of SDPL: (1) control over the topic of learning, (2) not having to wait for the learning to
be provided for them by the school or district, and (3) increased feelings of selfconfidence and empowerment. Furthermore, teachers identified the following barriers to
SDPL: (1) a lack of time to engage in SDPL during the work day, (2) a need for more
time to build expertise with the topic prior to implementing in their classroom, and (3)
demands on their personal time contributing a lack of time for SDPL. Participant
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responses have provided a better understanding of the benefits of SDPL for teachers as
well as the barriers being faced by educators when learning in self-directed ways.
Research Question 3: According to elementary teachers, in what ways can schools
support teachers’ self-directed professional learning?
For this study, support refers to some form of assistance offered by the school that
teachers perceive will minimize or eliminate barriers to SDPL. Merely providing a
support does not guarantee it will be perceived as helpful by the teacher (York et al.,
1992). A form of support may be perceived helpful by some and not helpful by others.
Therefore, while generalizations made in this section regarding support may be useful for
school leaders, the support needs of individual teachers should be considered.
Participants were prompted to share their thoughts about support through two
items on the questionnaire (see Table 10). First, teachers were asked to describe how the
school has provided support for their SDPL. Second, participants were asked to suggest
some ways the school might better support their SDPL. An additional prompt included in
the second item asked, “In particular, how might [the school] help you, if at all, overcome
the barriers you described [in a previous item on the questionnaire]?” Therefore, it is not
surprising that participant responses about support were focused on addressing the
dominant barrier of a lack of time for SDPL. Additionally, the five teachers interviewed
offered perceptions on the topic. Suggestions for ways the school can support the SDPL
of teachers emerged from other sections of the questionnaire and are included in the
following discussion.
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It should be noted that the researcher will share her suggestions for implications
later in Chapter 5. However, the following suggestions for support are only those
reported by the participants.
Table 10
Questionnaire Items Related to School Support of SDPL
Questionnaire Items
Describe how the school has provided support for your SDPL.
What are some ways the school might better support your SDPL? In particular, how
might they help you, if at all, overcome the barriers you described above?
Support Already Provided
Participants reported various forms of support were already being provided to
teachers as a support for their SDPL (see Table 11). In addition to suggesting new
support ideas, teachers voiced a desire for continuation of supports already provided.
This section provides examples of current supports reported by participants.
Material Resources. The school provides support by funding access to material
resources. The school and district also make available free material resources and
services teachers can utilize when engaging in SDPL. First, each teacher is issued a
laptop that can be used year-round to access online resources. Second, each teacher is
given a district-managed Google account which provides a user-friendly ecosystem for
the sharing of resources teachers may find useful. Shared grade-level folders were
created in Google Drive to help facilitate sharing of resources to support teacher learning,
although not solely through SDPL. Google Drive is also used to share material used in
PD sessions. Third, the district and school fund subscriptions to a variety of curricular
resources teachers can access when needed to improve their content knowledge and
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teaching practice. York et al. (1992) classified support into one of four types including
three mentioned in this section: equipment, funds, and information. The fourth type,
personnel, will be addressed in the next section. The school and district are providing
teachers with material resources as a support for their duties. Those material resources
may also be used as a support for SDPL.
Table 11
Supports for SDPL Already Provided by the School or District
Description of Support

Some Examples Reported by Participants

Material resources
(funded and free)

Laptop
Google account
Subscriptions
Travel to conferences

Human resources

Specialists
Colleagues
School Principal

Human Resources. The research of York et al. (1992) stated support can be
classified into four types. Three types were aligned to the study data in the previous
section (i.e., equipment, funds, information). This section, while also tangentially
mentioning those three types, focuses on the fourth type, personnel.
This area is close to my heart because in my role of Instructional Technology
Specialist for the district, I am responsible for providing support to teachers as they seek
to thoughtfully integrate the use of technology to support instruction. Even so, I am but
one form of a human resource reported by the teachers as a form of support. While my
position is also responsible for district-level concerns, most my time is spent at the site of
study. The provided on-site support, available for teachers when needed, is an example
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of just-in-time support (JIT). This supports the research of Guskey and Yoon (2009),
who suggested educators of all levels need JIT assistance as they learn and adapt to new
practices and curricula. Additionally, this supports the research of Kopcha (2012), who
reported JIT support is useful to teachers seeking to learn in self-directed ways.
Another form of human support mentioned by participants included colleagues
who were responsible for implementating various initiatives. While most of those
responses were referring to required PD and off the topic of SDPL, it is worth noting this
support was repeatedly mentioned as vital in supporting teachers after the required PD
training was completed. This type of human resource, while useful, may contribute to
teacher burnout by adding to the responsibilities of staff providing the support. I have
witnessed this is particularly concerning in a small school district where teachers who
already have full schedules are also responsible for district-level responsibilities.
School administration, particularly the school principal, was mentioned by
participants as a form of human resource. The principal at the site is responsible for
many financial decisions resulting in access to human and material resources to support
teacher SDPL. It is the principal who chooses teachers to attend conferences. The
principal determines the schedule which, at the time of the study, allows for teachers of
the same grade level to have a daily common planning time. It is the principal who sets
the expectation that teachers will utilize JIT support provided by specialists. The
principal, in cooperation with the district, has also arranged for substitute teachers at
various times throughout the school year to allow for teachers to meet for extended
blocks of time. While that additional time for collaboration is primarily used to examine
student achievement data, this approach could also be used to allow time for SDPL.
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Most importantly, the principal is responsible for facilitating a school culture in which
SDPL is expected, encouraged, and recognized (Terechoff, 2002). As initiatives for
teacher support are implemented, schools should review their effectiveness and impact on
teachers.
School Support Regarding a Lack of Time for SDPL
As discussed in the answer to the second research question, the primary barrier to
SDPL reported by the participants was a lack of time to engage in SDPL activities.
Therefore, most of the suggestions regarding support were related to ideas to overcome
the lack of time for SDPL. It is noteworthy that the responses included appreciation of
the school’s efforts in addressing the lack of time for SDPL, as well as a resignation that
only so much can be done to address this issue.
Participants suggested that formal PD time could be replaced with time for
teachers to engage in SDPL whenever possible. Teachers reported being required to
attend hours of training that may or not be beneficial to them. In their report studying
effective professional development, Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) suggested PD should
include content supporting teacher learning which can be applied in teachers’ classroom
context. Covay Minor et al. (2016) reported similar findings in their study on
differentiated PD. Including time for SDPL in required PD days would be particularly
useful for educators who teach special subjects (i.e., music, art, physical education), as
they may not benefit from grade-level time during PD days.
One participant described this by saying, “Make most PD self-directed. This way,
PD is specific, relevant, and effective. . . . Because it is viewed as necessary and
important to the learner, teachers don't mind using their own time to do it. It's when you
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sit through irrelevant, repetitive PD that it is cumbersome.” Teachers did recognize that
schools are limited in what they can do because of state and federal mandates.
Participants suggested making more efficient use of time during the work day to free up
time for SDPL. However, Interviewee Zoey shared, “What would be free time to explore
some self-directed learning, also seems to be taken up with just [school] business.”
Participant 20 voiced frustration while suggesting the elimination of unnecessary tasks:
The only thing that might help is the alleviation of unnecessary or extra demands
put on teachers such as having to create and type agendas for meetings to
legitimize our meetings as being fruitful, making detailed lists of needed
resources that go unfilled, taking surveys that are not referenced, or anything that
can go in the ‘micromanaging’ box.
When school leaders plan for teacher learning (e.g., selection of resources, agendas for
PD days), decisions are often made with most teachers in mind (Ferriter & Provenzano,
2013). Such an approach does not take into consideration the individual learning needs
of teachers.
Participants also suggested funding as a solution for a lack of time for SDPL. It
was suggested that funds could be used to provide additional staff to support teachers. At
the very least, one participant suggested allowing for more time in the work day to
consult with the specialists already being provided. More time to meet with colleagues
was suggested as well. Additionally, funds to provide more teachers may help lessen
stresses being experienced by many. Finally, funding for teachers to access material
resources and attend workshops or conferences was offered as a suggested support for
teacher SDPL.
Several teachers suggested the school leadership may support teacher SDPL by
organizing a list of SDPL opportunities. Participant 13 suggested that list could also
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involve teachers in the curation: “Maybe having an ongoing list that teachers can add to
as opportunities arise.”
While no one solution will address the problem of a lack of time for SDPL, the
suggestions offered by teachers are worth the consideration of school leaders. Faculty
and staff at the site of the study, for the most part, work together as a team in attacking
problems. Even when school leaders can’t address all the needs of teachers, it is
understood that attempts are being made. Participant 13 stated, “I do believe the school
tries its best to give all teachers the time that is needed to complete SDPL. Time,
however, is the one thing that the school doesn’t have enough to give.”
When suggesting ways schools can support teacher SDPL, study participants
included current supports as well as new ideas. As described by the teachers in this
study, some of the current supports provided include (1) material resources (e.g., laptop,
Google account, subscriptions, travel to conferences) and (2) human resources (e.g.,
specialists, colleagues, school principal). Additionally, teachers identified several ideas
schools may consider when attempting to address the barrier of a lack of time during the
work day for teachers to engage in SDPL. Those ideas include (1) replacing formal PD
time with time for SDPL whenever possible, (2) providing funding for teacher SDPL, and
(3) organizing a list of SDPL opportunities. Participant responses have provided insights
into the supports for SDPL already in place. Furthermore, study participants have
provided ideas for school leadership to consider when supporting teacher SDPL.
Limitations
Due to the nature of this study, as well as the conditions under which it was
conducted, several limitations should be noted. First, this study took place at one school
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resulting in data representative of that one environment. Second, the instruments used to
collect data for this study were created specifically for this study and have not been
validated. Using instruments that had been piloted or previously validated would have
been more beneficial. Third, evidence provided by participants was self-reported and
based on data collected months after the SDPL experience. It is possible their responses
would have been different if recorded while engaging in the SDPL experience (Schacter,
1999).
Implications
Teacher quality is a powerful influence on student learning (Gichuru & Ongus,
2016; Hawley & Valli, 2000). Teachers increase their knowledge and skills to improve
their teaching practice by engaging in school-provided PD. Additionally, teachers are
identifying their own need to learn and engaging in SDPL to help improve student
learning in their classrooms. While school leaders seek to improve the practice of their
teachers by designing more effective PD programs (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017;
Desimone, 2009), inclusion of teacher SDPL should be considered. This study explored
elementary school teacher experiences with SDPL in hopes the detailed insights gathered
can inform stakeholders supporting teacher learning (Desimone, 2011). The findings of
this study provide helpful information for stakeholders in the field of education.
For School Leaders at the Study Site
The findings of this study confirm that teachers at the site are engaging in various
forms of SDPL to support professional growth. Additionally, results of this study show
that teachers are confronting barriers when attempting to engage in these learning
activities. District and school administration at the site of the study could use these
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findings to offer useful support during all phases of SDPL. Teachers at the site could
benefit from easier access to material and human resources to support their SDPL.
School leaders could consider offering access to quality support materials teachers could
use to address common job-driven areas of concern. While the school district is small,
anticipated growth could result in the need for a district-level position focused on
professional learning.
Additionally, participants in the study described the lack of time as a barrier to
their SDPL. School leaders could examine school procedures and scheduling to institute
efficiencies that may free up time during the work day for teachers to engage in SDPL.
The school could expand the use of substitute teachers to give teachers time during the
school day to collaborate and learn from each other. Additionally, the school could
investigate digital and analog alternatives to face-to-face sharing (e.g., a library of staffcreated screencasts; bulletin board of tips in the teacher work area; a school podcast for
sharing teacher expertise with other outside of the school or district) to connect teachers
with expertise to teachers seeking to address an area of need.
For School Leaders at Other Sites
Leaders at other sites could consider gathering site-specific insights into teacher
SDPL. However, it would be wise to not make the process time-intensive on the part of
the teacher. Be transparent by sharing the data gathered with teachers and include some
type of member checking (e.g., solicit teacher feedback on shared results; small group
discussions).
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For University Professors Training Pre-Service Teachers
As pre-service teachers are being prepared for the workforce, they are building
skills in their content area and in teaching practice. When they take a position as a
teacher, these students will experience PD. As professional educators, they will also
engage in SDPL. While university students may develop self-regulation skills regarding
their learning, self-directedness is more complex. By making preservice teachers aware
of SDPL and by giving them the opportunities to practice self-directedness, these soonto-be teachers may be better prepared to engage in SDPL driven by the needs of their
future students. Additionally, professors could encourage pre-service teachers to develop
a digital PLN through a professional social media presence as well as involvement in
professional organizations. The SDPL of pre-service teachers can be supported with the
use of a PLN (Krutka & Carpenter, 2016).
For Teachers
Teachers should feel empowered to seek out knowledge to grow their practice and
to help their students succeed. If school leaders do not support them in those efforts,
teachers should take control of their own development as professional educators.
Teachers should reach out to colleagues and other educators, making time to develop a
support structure that gives novices access to more experienced teachers and an
emotional safety net to help during difficult times.
Recommendations for Further Research
While this study did provide a useful understanding of teacher experiences
regarding SDPL, additional studies that examine SDPL would be beneficial. The
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following are recommendations for studies that could add to the body of literature and
expand the findings of this study.
Other schools may wish to conduct a similar study to gain an understanding of the
SDPL experiences of their teachers. Insights gained would better inform the inclusion of
SDPL as a part of the PD program at those schools.
As stated earlier, one limitation of this study was the collection of data months
after the selected SDPL experience. A study of teacher SDPL which incorporates
participants journaling or blogging during the SDPL experience may contribute to the
accuracy of the data collected (Schacter, 1999). The inclusion of reflection during the
SDPL may also serve to improve the learning (Garet et al., 2001). A quantitative look at
the SDPL of teachers may provide additional insights into the various aspects of the
process. If conducted using a large enough sample, the findings may be informative for
school leaders.
Schools choosing to incorporate SDPL as a part of their PD program may wish to
report their progress and lessons learned via a case study. Findings from such a report
would be beneficial other schools considering a similar approach.
Instructional designers could research the impact of training in the SDL process
for teachers of varying levels of experience. A longitudinal study of pre-service teachers
receiving the training that includes an exploration of how SDPL helps them grow as inservice teachers would be valuable.
Noteworthy
The initial deadline set for participants to complete the questionnaire was in
December, a traditionally busy time of the year, and resulted in a low number of
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responses. The deadline was extended into January, which did result in many more
teachers submitting questionnaire responses. Although questionnaire responses received
before the extended deadline met the criteria for inclusion in the sample, many January
submissions did not adhere to the instructions (i.e., an SDPL activity occurring from
August 1 to November 1). The responses are included in the study data when possible
because of the insights provided. However, those responses were excluded when noted
in the report of the findings.
Conclusion
As a part of an annual school calendar, schools include dedicated PD days to
develop teachers and train staff regarding organizational change or the latest
implementation. While activities such as these are needed, they should not be confused
with authentic professional learning (Webster-Wright, 2009). This study has provided a
glimpse into the SDPL experiences of some elementary school teachers. While schools
are under increasing pressure to accountably measure PD and its effectiveness, it should
be noted “measurement of activities and outcomes does not necessarily equate with
learning” (Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 727). Inclusion of activities placing teachers in the
role of self-directed learners has the potential to shift a school’s focus from providing PD
to supporting professional learning. Most teachers are enthusiastic learners wanting to
improve their teaching practice (Quinney, Smith, & Galbraith, 2010). Schools, like the
site of the study, benefit from the improved practice of teacher SDPL and often support
SDPL in a variety of ways. However, schools must listen as teachers share their
experiences to ensure teacher learning is supported rather than hindered. When it comes
to the professional learning experiences of its teachers, schools should avoid the tendency
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to control and standardize. Rather let them, as charged by Webster-Wright (2009),
“accept, celebrate, and develop insights from these experiences to support professionals
as they continue to learn” (p. 728).
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APPENDICES
Appendix A
SDPL Study Questionnaire - Online Form
Note: This form is located online at http://bit.ly/SDPL-form.
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Appendix A (Cont.)
SDPL Study Questionnaire - Online Form
Following submission of the form, participants see this confirmation message.
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Appendix B
Email Regarding Interview Transcripts & Member Checking
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Appendix C
Interview Protocol
Equipment & Materials:
●
●
●
●
●

Computer
External microphone
Timer/clock
iPad with the application “Voice Recorder & Audio Editor”
Extension cord

Equipment Check:
● Computer connected to power; set to not go to sleep and not have screensaver
active; volume muted; notifications turned off; check input settings for
microphone.
● External microphone connected to computer; optimum inconspicuous placement.
● iPad connected to power; set to not go to sleep; volume muted; notifications
turned off; check input settings for built-in microphone; application open and
working.
● Extension cord plugged into outlet
Housekeeping:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Interviewee (Pseudonym):
Interviewer:
Day:
Date:
Time begun:
Place:
Permission to record granted:
Reminder of confidentiality
Reminder they can choose to stop at any time

Introductory Material:
●
●
●
●

Welcome participant to session and offer thanks
Review the purpose of the research study
Share the purpose of the interview
Encourage open discussion and reiterate all responses are appreciated
and will be confidential.
● Please state your name and choose a pseudonym
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Appendix C (Cont.)
Interview Protocol
Interview Questions and possible follow-up prompts:
Let’s begin by looking at the summary of questionnaire responses.
1. What are your thoughts about the analysis results?
○ What, if anything, did you find surprising? What result would you
have expected? Why?
○ How accurate do you believe the self-reported data are? What leads
you to that belief?
You described a self-directed professional learning activity in your questionnaire
submission, one that occurred between August 1st and November 1st of 2016. Let’s
remove that limitation of time.
2. Tell me about a SDPL experience that has helped you improve as a teacher.
○ What motivated you identify the need to learn?
○ Describe how you know it helped you improve as a teacher.
○ How have you continued to build on that learning?
○ Explain how you handled goal setting for this activity.
○ What tasks were accomplished to help you meet your goals?
○ Describe the some of the resources you chose to use to learn?
○ Why did you choose those resources as opposed to _________?
○ How difficult was it to find/choose those resources?
○ Describe how successful you were in meeting your goals.
○ What did you learn about yourself as a learner by engaging in this
activity?
○ Tell me some ways you have continued to use what you learned.
○ How did this activity encourage or discourage you from additional
SDPL activities?
○ What [other] obstacles did you face while engaging in this activity?
○ In what way(s) did you benefit the most from this learning?
○ Did others benefit from this learning? If so, who and how?
○ Is there anything else you want to add about this activity?

122

Appendix C (Cont.)
Interview Protocol
Interview Questions and possible follow-up prompts: (Cont.)
Let’s broaden the scope a bit but still continue talking about barriers to and benefits of
SDPL but also bring in how the school may be able to offer support.
3. In general, what do you see as the most significant barrier to teachers’ SDPL?
○ What are some ways the school might be able to help teachers
overcome that obstacle?
○ How might those supports be provided?
○ What barriers might the school face in providing those supports?
Additional follow-up and probing question will be asked as needed.
Wrap-up:
1. Thank you for your time and participation in this study.
2. What to expect next - interview transcript by email; member checking by
email
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Appendix D
Email Invitation to Potential Participants
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Appendix E
Informed Consent Letter
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Appendix E (Cont.)
Informed Consent Letter
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Appendix E (Cont.)
Informed Consent Letter
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Appendix F
SDPL Study Questionnaire - Guide
Note: This guide is available as a Google Document at http://bit.ly/sdplguide
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SDPL Study Questionnaire – Guide
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